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For Jean Davies, who died in 1986. She would have loved this story.




Who’s Who




	Sue Akers
	Deputy assistant commissioner, Metropolitan Police



	Tamsin Allen
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Matthew Anderson
	Right-hand man to James Murdoch



	Sky Andrew
	Sports agent, hacking victim



	Mr Apollo
	Code name for original source for story



	Joanne Armstrong
	Legal adviser to Professional Footballers’ Association, hacking victim



	Sir Ian Blair
	Commissioner, Metropolitan Police, 2005–09, hacking target



	David Blunkett
	Home Secretary, hacking victim



	Charlie Brooks
	Racehorse trainer, husband of Rebekah Brooks



	Rebekah Brooks
	Editor, News of the World and the Sun, chief executive of News International from September 2009



	Chris Bryant
	Labour MP, hacking victim



	Ian Burton
	External lawyer, News International



	Lady Buscombe
	Chair, Press Complaints Commission, 2009–11



	Vince Cable
	Liberal Democrat Secretary of State for business



	Glenn Campbell
	BBC journalist



	Richard Caseby
	Managing editor, the Sun



	Jon Chapman
	Legal director, News International



	Peter Clarke
	Deputy assistant commissioner, in command of Op Caryatid



	Max Clifford
	PR agent, hacking victim



	Daniel Cloke
	Director of human resources, News International



	Dave Cook
	Detective chief superintendent, Metropolitan Police



	Andy Coulson
	Editor News of the World, media adviser to the prime minister



	Tom Crone
	In-house lawyer, News of the World and the Sun



	Ian Edmondson
	Assistant editor (news), News of the World



	Emissary
	Code name for government source



	Kieren Fallon
	Jockey, hacking victim



	Paul Farrelly
	Labour MP on media select committee



	Dick Fedorcio
	Director of communications, Metropolitan Police



	George Galloway
	Respect MP, hacking victim



	Clive Goodman
	Royal editor, News of the World



	Andy Gray
	TV presenter, hacking victim



	Simon Greenberg
	Director, corporate affairs, News International



	Mark Hanna
	Director of security, News International



	Charlotte Harris
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Dean Haydon
	John Yates’s staff officer



	Andy Hayman
	Assistant commissioner, responsible for Op Caryatid



	Amelia Hill
	Guardian reporter



	Ross Hindley
	News of the World reporter



	Les Hinton
	Chief executive News International until December 2007



	Sean Hoare
	Show-business reporter, the Sun and News of the World



	Jeremy Hunt
	Secretary of State for culture, media and sport



	Lawrence ‘Lon’ Jacobs
	In-house counsel, News Corp



	Jingle
	Code name for police source



	Tessa Jowell
	Secretary of State for culture, media and sport



	Karl
	Code name for police source



	Ian Katz
	Deputy editor, the Guardian



	Trevor Kavanagh
	Political editor, the Sun



	John Kelly
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Joel Klein
	Executive vice president, News Corp



	Stuart Kuttner
	Managing editor, News of the World



	David Leigh
	Investigations editor, the Guardian



	Mark Lewis
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Will Lewis
	General manager, News International



	Lola
	Code name for source in criminal justice system



	Mark Maberly
	Detective, attached to Op Caryatid



	Alice Macandrew
	Media adviser to James Murdoch



	Ken Macdonald QC
	Director of Public Prosecutions, 2003–08



	Paul McMullan
	Journalist, News of the World



	Mango
	Code name for whistle-blower source



	Alex Marunchak
	Executive editor, News of the World



	Sir Christopher Meyer
	Chair, Press Complaints Commission, 2003–09



	Fred Michel
	Lobbyist for James Murdoch



	Sienna Miller
	Actress, hacking victim



	Greg Miskiw
	Assistant editor (news), News of the World



	Dominic Mohan
	Editor, the Sun



	Daniel Morgan
	Private investigator, murdered 1987



	Piers Morgan
	Editor, Daily Mirror and News of the World



	Max Mosley
	Victim of News of the World story, funded hacking victims



	Glenn Mulcaire
	Phone-hacking specialist, News of the World



	James Murdoch
	Executive chairman of News International, 2007–11



	Rupert Murdoch
	Chairman and chief executive of News Corp



	Colin Myler
	Editor, News of the World



	Ovid
	Code name for Mulcaire’s ghostwriter



	Alec Owen
	Senior investigator, Information Commissioner’s Office



	Brian Paddick
	Deputy assistant commissioner, Metropolitan Police, hacking victim



	Lucy Panton
	Crime reporter, News of the World



	David Perry QC
	Senior prosecutor



	Robert Peston
	BBC business editor



	Nicola Phillips
	PR to Max Clifford, hacking victim



	Julian Pike
	External lawyer, News International



	John Prescott
	Deputy prime minister, hacking victim



	Adam Price
	Plaid Cymru MP on media select committee



	Jeremy Reed
	Barrister for hacking victims



	Ed Richards
	Chief executive, Ofcom



	Alan Rusbridger
	Editor, the Guardian from 1995



	Gerald Shamash
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Michael Silverleaf QC
	Barrister for News International



	Adam Smith
	Special adviser to Jeremy Hunt



	Keir Starmer QC
	Director of Public Prosecutions, 2008–13



	Jules Stenson
	Features editor, News of the World



	Sir Paul Stephenson
	Commissioner, Metropolitan Police, 2009–11



	Sir John Stevens
	Commissioner, Metropolitan Police, 2000–05



	Keith Surtees
	Detective, deputy lead investigator on Op Caryatid



	Gordon Taylor
	Chief executive, Professional Footballers’ Association, hacking victim



	Mark Thomson
	Lawyer for hacking victims



	Neville Thurlbeck
	Chief reporter, News of the World



	Hugh Tomlinson QC
	Barrister for hacking victims



	Tim Toulmin
	Director, Press Complaints Commission



	Mr Justice Vos
	Judge in hacking cases



	Neil Wallis
	Deputy editor, News of the World



	Tom Watson
	Labour MP on media select committee



	James Weatherup
	News editor, News of the World



	Derek Webb
	Covert surveillance specialist, News of the World



	John Whittingdale
	Conservative chair of media select committee



	Phil Williams
	Detective, lead investigator on Op Caryatid



	John Yates
	Assistant commissioner, Metropolitan Police








Author’s Note

This is the strangest story I’ve ever written.

In the beginning, it was next to nothing. Two men were arrested – a private investigator and a journalist from the News of the World. Both of them ended up in prison, but it was no big deal. The crime they had committed was minor. Their jail sentences were short. The only eye-catching thing about it at the time was that their crime was quite quirky: they had discovered that they could access other people’s voicemail messages and had spent months eavesdropping on three staff at Buckingham Palace. Even so, it was a small story, dead and gone from the public eye within a few days.

And yet, I ended up spending more than six years of my working life trying to unravel the bundle of corruption which lay hidden in the background. Soon there was a small group of us working together, discovering that we had stumbled into a fight with the press and the police and the government, all of them linked to an organisation which had been created by one man.

Rupert Murdoch is one of the most powerful people in the world. You could argue that he is, in fact, the most powerful. News Corp is amongst the biggest companies on the planet. Like all his commercial rivals, Murdoch has the financial power to hire or fire multiple thousands of people and the political power to worry governments by threatening to withdraw his capital and transfer it to a more co-operative nation. But, unlike his rivals in business, his power has another dimension. Because he owns newspapers and news channels, he has the ability to worry governments even more, to make them fear that without his favour they will find themselves attacked and destabilised and discredited. Certainly, a man who is both global business baron and multinational kingmaker has a special kind of power.

So the simple crime story turned out to be a story about the secret world of the power elite and their discreet alliances. This is not about conspiracy (not generally) but about the spontaneous recognition of power by power, the everyday occurrence of a natural exchange of assistance between those who occupy positions in society from which they can look down upon and mightily affect the everyday worlds of ordinary men and women. In this case, as often, that mutual favouritism took place amidst the persistent reek of falsehood – not the fevered plotting of Watergate lies, but the casual arrogance of a group of people who take it for granted that they have every right to run the country and, in doing so, to manipulate information, to conceal embarrassing truth, to try to fool all of the people all of the time.

A lot of writers say that they can’t do their job – they can’t produce the book or the film or the newspaper article – unless they can reach a point of such clarity about their project that they can reduce it to a single sentence. Waiting for a bus one day while I was drafting this book, I finally got there. This is a story about power and truth.

To be more precise, it is about the abuse of power and about the secrets and lies that protect it. In a tyranny, the ruling elite can abuse its power all day long, and anybody who complains about it will get a visit from the secret police. In an established democracy, abuse of power cannot afford to be visible. It needs concealment like a vampire needs the dark. As soon as a corporation or a trade union or a government or any arm of the state is seen to be breaking the rules, it can be attacked, potentially embarrassed, conceivably stopped. The secrets and lies are not an optional extra, they are central to the strategy.

In this case, the concealment had an extra layer, because news organisations which might otherwise have exposed the truth were themselves part of the abuse, and so they kept silent, indulging in a comic parody of misreporting, hiding the emerging scandal from their readers like a Victorian nanny covering the children’s eyes from an accident in the street – ‘you don’t want to see this’. Some did this because they were linked to the crime by common ownership or by their own guilty secrets about the lawbreaking in their own newsrooms; some turned away for fear of upsetting their political allies. Too many journalists had simply ceased to function as independent truth-tellers, separate from and critical of the people they were writing about. The crime reporter made common cause with the police and also with criminals. The political correspondent developed a loyalty to one party or faction. The media reporter became a tool for his or her owner. The news executive turned into a preening power-monger, puffed with wealth and self-importance, happy to join the elite and not to expose it – all rather like the final moment of Animal Farm, when the pigs who have led the revolt against the humans have come to adopt the behaviour of the rulers they were supposed to challenge:‘The creatures outside looked from pig to man, and from man to pig, and from pig to man again; but already it was impossible to say which was which.’

The story of the phone-hacking scandal happens to have unfolded in the United Kingdom, but it could have happened anywhere in the world. News Corp itself has spent years playing the power game in Australia and the United States and China, and anywhere else where its commerce has led it. Those other countries have suffered comparable abuse by News Corp and by other similar forces. The structures of power and the weakness of democracy are more or less the same everywhere. A freakish sequence of events allowed us to see the truth in the UK, but it delivers a lesson for anybody anywhere who thinks they have the right to have power over their own lives.

In the end, the struggle by the small group of people who tried to uncover the hacking scandal was taken over by others who exposed even more. In writing this book, I’ve been able to draw on the mass of evidence which emerged eventually in civil lawsuits, criminal trials, select-committee hearings in the House of Commons and, above all, through the public inquiry which was chaired by Lord Justice Leveson in London from the autumn of 2011.

In the background, however, we relied consistently on the help of tabloid journalists, police officers, private investigators, government officials, former Murdoch allies and others who refused to accept the corruption around them. Some were able to speak openly, but most of them stepped forward on condition of anonymity, which I’ve maintained. In a few cases, sources who originally were unattributable have decided that they can now be named, and so they are identified here. All of them played their part, and I want to acknowledge the importance of their help and of their willingness to take risks so that the story could be told.

In three particular areas, my own work was backed up by specialist researchers: Jenny Evans, who built bridges to journalists who had worked on the News of the World; Adrian Gatton, who went into the netherworld of private investigation; and David Hencke, who made good use of his long-standing links to politicians and their advisers. Tom Mills analysed press cuttings for me. Scarlett MccGwire introduced me to contacts from the political world.

I also drew on several dozen published books and in-depth articles, which are listed in a bibliography on a website which is a companion to this book, www.hack-attack.co.uk. Occasionally, I have identified them as sources in the text. I acknowledge all of them as valuable raw material.

The emergence of this wealth of new information ended up changing the structure of the book, which now has two different kinds of chapters. Some of them form a historical account of the process by which I and others uncovered the scandal, containing only the information that was available to us at the time. Others are attempts to recreate what was happening behind the scenes – the crime and the cover-ups and the political machinations – and these chapters draw on everything that finally emerged, to try to show the truth that was being so busily concealed. The website has further background on events as well as related documents, audio and video.

A couple of notes about names. First, Rupert Murdoch runs a confusing muddle of companies, which have been restructured since the events described here. For the sake of simplicity, the book generally refers to only two of them: the then global parent company, News Corp; and its main UK subsidiary, known at the time as News International. The UK company has its own subsidiaries, but I have used the generic ‘News International’ to cover all of them. Second, one central character, Rebekah Brooks, was known by her maiden name, Rebekah Wade, until June 2009, when she married. To avoid confusion, I have used her current, married name throughout.

Finally, I should acknowledge the endless support of my colleagues at the Guardian – other reporters who worked tirelessly on the story, the in-house lawyers who wrestled with the threats of libel actions, the desk editors who tolerated my tensions, and, above all, the editor, Alan Rusbridger, who backed this story and never flinched in the face of aggression. Those colleagues and all who helped to tell this strange story believe we have the right to know the truth about power.




Part One



CRIME AND CONCEALMENT


All members of the press have a duty to maintain the highest professional standards.

Press Complaints Commission Code of Practice

You don’t get to be the editor of the Mirror without being a fairly despicable human being.

Piers Morgan






1. February 2008 to July 2009

I was sitting in a BBC radio studio, getting ready to vomit.

They wanted me to talk about a book I had just written, Flat Earth News, about the scale and origins of falsehood, distortion and propaganda in the media. In theory, I was happy to talk to them: I’d spent two years breaking my brain to produce the book, which was finally being published now, in February 2008, and this was a chance to persuade people to read the result. But the thought of this interview flooded me with anxiety.

This was live national radio. Worse than that, this was the Today programme. The Queen listens to the Today programme; the prime minister, foreign ambassadors, the whole damned UK power elite chews its breakfast with one ear on the Today programme. And worst of all, a few minutes earlier, while I was pacing up and down outside the studio, just before I sat down for my ordeal, they had revealed that they had brought in Stuart Kuttner to oppose me. Kuttner!

I had never met him, but I’d heard plenty. Kuttner was this figure from the shadows – the managing editor of Rupert Murdoch’s News of the World, lurking just behind the editor’s throne, the guy who kept the secrets, who got rid of the problems, who dealt with the really dirty stuff. You wouldn’t spend long trying to describe Stuart Kuttner without using words like ‘tough’ and ‘ruthless’ and ‘basically very unpleasant’.

The interview started, I mastered my nerves and started to talk. Kuttner stepped in a couple of times, to inform the nation that I must be from a different planet because he certainly didn’t recognise the newspaper industry I was describing. Then I got on to the ‘dark arts’, outlining the few scraps of information I had found about private investigators who for years had been working for most British newspapers, breaking the law to help them get scoops. Kuttner moved in quickly. ‘If it happens, it shouldn’t happen. It happened once at the News of the World. The reporter was fired; he went to prison. The editor resigned.’

Certainly it crossed my mind that he was not telling the truth. He was right on the simple fact that only one reporter from the News of the World had been sent to prison – the royal editor, Clive Goodman – but the idea of the ‘one rogue reporter’ had never quite made sense to me. Goodman had been jailed a year earlier, in January 2007, for intercepting the voicemail of three people who worked at Buckingham Palace. The private investigator who had helped him to do that, Glenn Mulcaire, had been jailed not only for hacking the voicemail of those three royal targets but also for eavesdropping on the messages of five other people who had nothing to do with the royal family. Why had Mulcaire done that? Nobody had suggested for a moment that it had been the royal editor who had told him to hack non-royal victims. So who had asked him to? Other reporters? Editors? Mysterious voices in his head?

Kuttner swept over the top of me, on a rhetorical roll. British journalism, he declared, was ‘a very honourable profession’. A newspaper like the News of the World was really a kind of moral watchdog, keeping an eye out for misbehaviour among the powerful. ‘We live in an age of corrosion of politics and of public life – degradation,’ he warned.

On that high note, the interview finished, and that might have been the end of it. I didn’t believe all this stuff about the News of the World being a defence against the degradation of public life, but I wasn’t interested in the News of the World. I didn’t read it and I didn’t want to write about it. I was only relieved to be out of the studio and happy to go off spreading my ideas about Flat Earth News, which is mostly about quality newspapers and the deep flaws in the way they now operate. But, unknown to me, Stuart Kuttner had just made a mistake, a very bad mistake. ‘It only happened once,’ he had said. Somewhere out across the airwaves, a man I had never met nor heard of had listened to what Kuttner said and had felt so angry about it that he decided to contact me. Which is what happened a few days later.

‘I would like to have a discussion with you,’ he said. ‘I think you will like what I have.’

He left me his mobile phone number, but told me never to leave a message on it.

It’s fair to say that reporting is a great deal easier than most reporters like to pretend. People tell you things; you do your best to check them out; and then you tell a lot of other people what you’ve found. There are some hidden subtleties in there and a few simple skills, but generally speaking, there is nothing very clever about it.

I arranged to meet my intriguing caller. I am never going to be able to say who he is. That’s a really common problem. Over and again, you find that the people who have the most interesting things to say are the people who are least able to say them, because they are under pressure of some kind – they are worried that they will be arrested or sacked or divorced or beaten up. Anonymity protects them. This man is going to crop up several times, so he needs a memorable name. I’ll call him Mr Apollo.

As soon as I met him I liked him, but I didn’t necessarily trust him. We sat in his room in a central London hotel, him faffing about with the coffee-making equipment while he started to talk, me wondering how he knew so much and what he wanted in return.

He told me that Kuttner was a liar, that the News of the World had been hacking phones all over the place and that this was how they got most of their stories: they picked up their leads by intercepting voicemail, and then they went out to get photographs and quotes to lay a false trail, so that they could pretend that they had found the story by normal, legitimate means. It wasn’t just Clive Goodman who had been doing it, he said – that was a complete joke, loads of reporters had been at it. It was such an easy trick, he said. You dial your target’s mobile phone number and when you get through to the recorded message, you hit ‘9’, then the recorded message asks you to enter a four-digit PIN code. Most people don’t bother to change the code from the factory setting, so you know what it is. Or, if they do change it, they use something really obvious like the year of their birth. You put in the code and that’s it, you can listen to their messages. Of course, Mr Apollo explained, you need to work this so that the target doesn’t answer their phone when you call in. So maybe you call during the night, or when you know the target is in a meeting.

Most of the time, he said, it was so easy to do this that you didn’t need a private investigator like Glenn Mulcaire to make it happen. Mulcaire’s main job, he said, had been to ‘blag’ the mobile phone companies – to call them up and pretend to be one of their staff – so that he could get numbers for people who were ex-directory, or, more important, to get a PIN code changed back to the factory setting if the target had bothered to alter it. Once the News of the World were inside one target’s voicemail, they would pick up messages with the numbers of their closest associates, then hack their voicemail, get more associates and create a whole network of eavesdropping around the target. The targets would not discover the codes had been changed for weeks. And if they did discover it, they would think it was some kind of techno foul-up.

This was interesting stuff, and it was tempting to get involved. It would be good to put Kuttner back into his box. It would be better still to do something about tabloid journalists behaving badly. It was not just that a small minority of cowboys with notebooks were making up stories and ruining people’s lives; they were also making it much more difficult for other journalists to do their jobs, because people generally now expected to be bribed, bullied and cheated by reporters, so they were far more difficult to deal with.

But it wasn’t that great a story. Nobody was going to be very surprised to be told that some tabloid reporters behaved badly and, even if I wanted to pursue it, the difficulty was that all this was just the word of Mr Apollo, who might be right or might be wrong but who had made it very clear that he could not be quoted or named to defend anything that I might write.

By now, he had got the better of the coffee-making, and he sat down and started to relax and to talk about the police. He claimed that Scotland Yard had found masses of mobile phone numbers which had been logged by Glenn Mulcaire but they had never followed up on them. They had made no attempt to prosecute Mulcaire for all these other possible victims, nor to find out who else might have been giving instructions to Mulcaire, nor even to tell all these people that they had been targeted. This was getting more interesting. Why would the police behave like that when dealing with a particularly powerful newspaper, which happened to belong to Rupert Murdoch, the biggest media mogul in the country?

We started talking about the trial of Goodman and Mulcaire, about the fact that it never did make sense that Mulcaire admitted hacking five non-royal victims. That was when Mr Apollo finally opened the door so that I could see a way forward. He claimed that one of those five unexplained victims was suing and was trying to get the police to hand over some of the evidence which they had collected and never revealed. Apparently, it was causing some panic at Scotland Yard. Now here was a way to check Mr Apollo’s story. If a judge went ahead and ordered Scotland Yard to hand over evidence, the police would have to comply and then, with any luck, I could get access to the court files and see what was in there.

It was only later that evening, after I’d left Mr Apollo with thanks and a guarantee to stay in touch, that my brain finally clicked into gear and I understood the biggest reason for going after this story. It was not just about the most powerful news organisation in the country apparently cheating and breaking the law, and about the most powerful police force in the country failing – maybe deliberately refusing – to go anywhere near exposing the truth about it. I finally realised that what really mattered was that the man who was editing the News of the World at the time – Andy Coulson – was now working as media adviser for the leader of the Conservative Party, David Cameron. And although it was the Labour Party who were in government, it looked very likely that the Conservatives would win the next election and Cameron would become prime minister. Andy Coulson was on his way into Downing Street.

I remembered Coulson resigning as editor of the News of the World after the trial of Goodman and Mulcaire, explaining that he had known nothing about Goodman’s evil ways but saying that he felt he should go because it had happened on his watch. If Kuttner was lying about all this, then maybe Coulson was lying too. And yet he was aiming to take on the job of organising the communication between the government and the people of the country – really a very unsuitable place for a liar. More than that, if he really had presided over a regime of illegal eavesdropping at the News of the World, what would he do if he found himself in Downing Street and he wanted to find out who was talking dirty behind the prime minister’s back? Would he go back to the dark arts?

What is the difference between a reporter on the Guardian and a reporter on a paper like the News of the World? Don’t believe anybody who tells you that it has anything to do with moral fibre, or intelligence, or sensitivity. There are bastards and moral weaklings, good guys and idealists, in both worlds. All reporters are really very similar. They run on a flammable psychological mixture, like petrol and air, a volatile combination of imagination and anxiety.

You train your imagination, pushing it like you’d push a muscle until it’s stronger than other people’s, until it becomes almost freakishly powerful. And over and over again, you point it at your problem and you guess, with great energy and vivid mental pictures: what could the truth possibly be; where could I possibly find the evidence; who could know; why would they talk; what’s next; what’s missing; how do I finish this jigsaw puzzle in the dark? Then, when you go out to check what your imagination has delivered, you complete the mixture by pouring in equal measures of stomach-burning anxiety. What if this goes wrong; if they won’t talk to me; if they talk to somebody else with a notebook; if they lie to me; if they tape me; if they grass me to the opposition? What if I’m wrong? What if the stupid news desk won’t run the story?

There is one other thing, the equivalent of the spark that ignites the fuel and air. Most of the reporters who survive and thrive are driven by some kind of deep need. I know one who spent years pretending to himself and to the rest of the planet that he was not gay. He diverted his sexual energy and his waking hours, day and night, into fighting all the powers that be, and he did extraordinary work uncovering all kinds of secret scandals until finally he accepted himself and relaxed and never really produced another story worth reading. I know another who says he grew up with a secret in his family – there was this thing that nobody was allowed to say. Eventually, in his late teens, he discovered that his father was Jewish while his mother was not and that, when they married, their two families had protested so bitterly that the couple resolved never to mention This Thing again. So this reporter can’t stand secrets, and he has spent years earning a living and winning awards by hunting down concealment wherever he can find it and tearing it apart.

OK, so mine is this: I spent my childhood being hit by people – grown-ups – some of them genuinely vicious, some of them simply believing the noxious idea that if you spare the rod, you spoil the child. I had been working as a reporter for a couple of decades, thinking I was interested in criminal justice and social problems, before I looked back and saw how over and again I had been drawn to stories where I might have saved victims: particularly victims of unfairness (miscarriages of justice, police corruption); and, even more than that, victims who were children (working as prostitutes, losing out at school, being sexually abused, living in poverty, struggling in prison, being attacked by a mentally disordered nurse). Underlying all of this work, I could see, was some deep-seated urge to hit back at anybody at all who takes power and abuses it.

What’s the difference between a reporter on the News of the World and one on the Guardian? The difference is in the office, in the hierarchy – in the Bully Quotient. There is a lot of bullying in Fleet Street – a lot of puffed-up, pissed-up, overpaid, foul-mouthed, self-important editors-in-chief and people who run news desks and features desks, who can’t tell the difference between leadership and spite. I’ve come across it in quality newsrooms but there is no doubt that the worst of the bullying thrives in the downmarket tabloid newsrooms. Why? It begins with train timetables.

There are 50 or 60 million people crammed into England, Scotland and Wales and, ever since the Industrial Revolution, it’s been possible to print a paper in London or Glasgow and put it on a train at night, knowing that by dawn it can reach any household in the land. Compare that to the US: until the electronic revolution, a newspaper that set out at night on a journey from New York City, for example, would be halfway to nowhere by the next morning. So while the US developed city papers, usually no more than a couple in each city, the UK developed a national market for newspapers which was bursting with competition as a dozen or so daily titles fought each other for the attention of all these readers. And the competition has always been most intense among the mass-market tabloids. Their very survival depends on circulation, on selling lots of papers – on printing something that the competition has missed. By contrast, the upmarket papers don’t expect to sell millions: they aim for the wealthiest people in the market and make most of their money by carrying advertisements which are aimed at their readers’ well-padded wallets.

The commercial pressure in UK newsrooms is relentless, particularly for the mass-circulation titles. Tabloid editors will send out their reporters with an unmistakeable message pinned painfully to the back of their heads – ‘just get the story’. No excuses are accepted, no failure is allowed, you stand on that doorstep till she talks to you, you keep asking till you get the answer, open that miser’s paw, just get the damned story. And a lot of these editors will scream abuse and shout threats and tip verbal acid over the head of any fool reporter who dares to come back with an empty notebook.

If you succeed in a tabloid newsroom, you’ll be given big stories and great foreign trips, lots of bylines, a licence to fiddle your expenses, cosy lunches with the editor and private pay rises. If you fail, you’ll sit lonely in a corner, being given no stories or just crap stories that will never make it into print; you’ll be woken up at dawn and kept going till midnight; you’ll be sent away to Sunderland just as you were leaving the office to go to your own birthday party; if you happen to write something that gets into the paper, you’ll get no byline, no thanks, no respite; you will wish you were somebody else. (I know some of this at first hand: I spent my first few years as a reporter on tabloid papers and fled to escape one particularly remorseless bully.) So, of course, when those reporters are out there on the road with nothing much more than their imagination and their anxiety for company, some of them may well decide to invent quotes, fabricate facts, cheat sources, steal pictures, ignore rules, break laws – anything to be allowed to feel good.

Compared to that, the life of a reporter on the Guardian is as soft as a baby’s face. It’s not just that – like the other ‘quality’ papers – there is less pressure to sell copies. Beyond that, unlike the other quality titles, the Guardian belongs to a trust. Instead of having shareholders trying to claw profit out of the newsroom, the trust has subsidiary businesses whose profits are used to fund the newsroom. The paper is still run as a business and it has to survive in the marketplace, but the commercial pressure which distorts so much behaviour in so many newsrooms is reduced to the bare minimum.

What’s the difference between the News of the World and the Guardian? From a reporter’s angle? The Bully Quotient. Just that really. I’m allowed to fail.

Not everything that Mr Apollo told me was a total shock.

When I was researching Flat Earth News, over the previous two years, I had contacted reporters who had worked in Fleet Street newsrooms, looking for the stories behind their stories, to try to understand why it is that so often our work fails to tell the truth. A lot of reporters had helped and a few of them had gone further and started to tell me about their use of private investigators to gather information by illegal means – these ‘dark arts’. Coming from the soft world of the Guardian, I had known almost nothing of this.

My enlightenment began one evening in a shady bar in Soho, where a very experienced news reporter spent several hours talking me through his own paper’s involvement. He started with ‘Benji the Binman’, a deeply eccentric loner who had spent his nights buzzing around London in a little van, scavenging in the rubbish bins of law firms and record producers and anybody else who might be in touch with celebrities, and then selling the news he found among the filth. Eventually, he was caught and convicted of theft, which hadn’t stopped newspapers using private investigators, or sometimes their own staff, to carry on rummaging through garbage in search of scoops. This reporter said his own paper certainly had done so. They had even displayed as a trophy on the newsroom wall a pair of knickers discarded by the daughter of a leading politician and retrieved from her dustbin by somebody who was pleased to call himself a journalist.

Crouched over a candle on a rickety table in the corner of the bar, we talked on, and he told me in some detail how newspapers had started using ‘Trojan Horse’ emails to steal data from their targets’ computers, which was seriously illegal; and how one newspaper – Rupert Murdoch’s Sunday Times – had ended up doing so much illegal stuff that, in July 2003, they had appointed a specialist reporter, David Connett, to act as a kind of fallback fall guy. They had taken Connett on as a staff reporter but put him on a freelance contract, made sure he didn’t have an office phone number or email address, and then given him the job of commissioning the dark arts. That way, if he got caught, the paper could stand back, disown him and pretend that he was just some crazy freelancer who was nothing to do with them. Connett had become the butt of jokes in the office, with colleagues pretending they couldn’t hear him ‘because you’re not here, mate, are you?’

That little scheme had turned bad. The paper had cut back its staff and made Connett redundant. He asked for the pay-off he would have received as a staff member. They told him he was freelance and so he wasn’t entitled to it. Now, he was taking them to an employment tribunal. Weeks later, I sat in on the hearing and listened to the evidence, including the denials of the Sunday Times. The tribunal accepted that this master of the dark arts was clearly more than a casual employee and awarded him compensation for unfair dismissal.

Others who had worked for the Sunday Times went on to confirm all this. One of their senior journalists later met me in the coffee lounge of a sedate hotel and, in amongst the old ladies with their tea and digestive biscuits, he not only described that paper’s long history of illegally ‘blagging’ confidential data from phone companies and banks and government departments but also gave me the name and contact details of the specialist who had been doing it for them for years – a former actor from Somerset called John Ford. Another described how they had used a con man, Barry Beardall, to try to entrap Labour politicians.

Since the research for Flat Earth News was an attempt to investigate truth-telling on quality newspapers, my education about the dark arts tended to come from them. I found scraps of evidence that other quality papers were also hiring blagging specialists to trick organisations into disclosing confidential data – a criminal offence unless it was justified by a clear public interest. The Conservative peer, Lord Ashcroft, named an investigator who had tricked the Royal Bank of Scotland into disclosing details of the party’s bank account, on behalf of The Times. A reporter from the Sunday Telegraph gave me a copy of a fax about Dr David Kelly, the weapons specialist who had committed suicide after being caught up in the furore over false claims about Iraqi weapons of mass destruction. It had been sent to them by a private investigator on 18 July 2003, the day that Dr Kelly’s body was found, and it recorded every phone number Kelly had dialled in a previous eight-week period.

Similarly, the reporter who first told me about bribing police officers was not from a red-top tabloid. He had spent years with the Daily Mail, probably the most hardline law-and-order newspaper in the country, always ready to call for more police and tougher punishment – unless it is itself the offender. The Mail reporter told detailed stories of using a former detective as a go-between, to hand over envelopes of cash for serving officers, to persuade them to disclose material from police computers or from current investigations. I found more journalists, from the Mail and other titles, who had also used the same man to bribe police; and yet others who had been paying their bribes through a particularly nasty bunch of private investigators who ran a London agency called Southern Investigations.

It turned out that all this crime had built up slowly among numerous Fleet Street papers, quality and tabloid. It had reached the point in the early 2000s where several news desks had banned their reporters from commissioning investigators, not because so much of their work was illegal but simply because they were costing such a lot. Those papers began to insist that only executives could commission the dark arts.

Of course, little of this had ever reached the public domain. It’s not as if papers were about to start reporting it. The one big glimpse for the public was the material which had been published in two reports in 2006 by the Information Commissioner, whose job is to police databases containing confidential information. These two reports described a network which for years had been run by a private investigator called Steve Whittamore, who specialised in blagging confidential information out of key organisations. Whittamore had two men inside the Driver and Vehicle Licensing Agency (DVLA); a civilian worker in the Metropolitan Police; a former Hell’s Angel who specialised in tricking British Telecom; and a private investigator who targeted mobile phone companies and banks. Since the mid-1990s, Whittamore had been sitting in his quiet detached house in a small town in Hampshire, taking calls from journalists and using his network to blag the confidential information they wanted. Almost everything he did was illegal.

In March 2003, the Information Commission set up Operation Motorman and raided Whittamore. In April 2005, he and three of his network went on trial for their extraction of confidential information from police computers, but the whole case ended in confusion. Whittamore and his co-defendants were given the minimum possible sentence – a result so weak that a second trial involving Whittamore and five others was scrapped.

In the background, the newspapers who had commissioned all this activity from Whittamore escaped without a graze. A senior figure from the Information Commissioner’s Office told me that their lawyers predicted that, if they were charged, the newspapers would hire senior barristers who would fight every inch of the way and run up huge legal bills and simply bust their budget. Fleet Street was just too big and powerful to fight. As a safer alternative, the commissioner had published two reports outlining Whittamore’s activity, identifying eight national daily papers and ten national Sundays which, over a three-year period, had made a total of 13,343 requests for confidential data, almost all of which were ‘certainly or very probably’ obtained through Whittamore by illegal means. Yet with a hypocrisy which turned out to be typical, Fleet Street chose to report almost nothing of this to the outside world.

Working on Flat Earth News, I pestered the Information Commissioner’s Office from hell to breakfast, trying to get hold of the material which they had seized from Whittamore during Operation Motorman – his record of the 13,000-plus requests, complete with the names of some 400 journalists, the names of the targets, the nature of the confidential data required, the method used to obtain it and the price paid. Previously, the ICO had released some sample invoices, hoping to generate publicity. The invoices had been edited to conceal the names of Whittamore’s targets, but what they clearly showed was that there was no secret about what was happening. Whittamore was explicitly recording illegal searches on his invoices, and Fleet Street newspapers were paying them. In spite of all my wheedling, I could not persuade the ICO to give me more. At one point, one of their senior officials let me into a room and showed me the piles of paperwork which they had seized from Whittamore. All he had to do was walk away and leave me with it. He wouldn’t. The whole bundle of evidence remained hidden.

I knew I was a long way from knowing the whole truth. It was enough to irritate Stuart Kuttner on the radio, which was an achievement of a kind, but I also knew that, in spite of the pressure which the Information Commissioner had created by publishing his two reports, nothing had really changed.

In the summer of 2006, I had doorstepped one of the most active members of Whittamore’s network. He was a confident, friendly man and, having escaped without effective punishment, he was happy to talk. He explained that they had decided not to steal any more information from police computers, because it was particularly dangerous, but, apart from that, the network was still trading with a smile on its face, as if the law had never tried to stop them. He sat in front of me in his office, illegally trafficking data, and showed me his current list of clients, which included nearly every newspaper in Fleet Street.

Imagination, anxiety – there’s also room for some luck. A few weeks after meeting Mr Apollo, early in 2008, I found myself at a media function, where I spoke about Flat Earth News. Afterwards, we sat down to eat and I discovered that the man on my right was a very senior figure from Scotland Yard. So I asked him, ‘That case with the phone-hacking, where the News of the World guy went to prison. How many victims were there? Was it really only eight?’

‘No,’ he said, casually. ‘There were thousands.’

Oh, really?

It also helps if you have somebody like Mr Apollo to guide you. He stayed in touch and started to provide an invaluable stream of information. Crucially, he was able to give me the name of the non-royal victim who was now suing the News of the World – Gordon Taylor, the chief executive of the Professional Footballers’ Association, a prime target for a Sunday tabloid in search of stories about the private lives of star players, who would turn to Taylor for help if they found themselves in trouble.

And, just as Mr Apollo had suggested during our first meeting, there was indeed some panic about this legal action at Scotland Yard. This was largely because Gordon Taylor was being represented by a lawyer who, for those who oppose him, is like a nightmare in a dark suit – Mark Lewis, very bright, very ambitious and absolutely devoted to the smell of trouble. I found that there were some people who had a crude theory about Lewis and his weirdly unflinching way of walking into enemy fire with a boyish grin on his face. They reckoned it is because he suffers from multiple sclerosis – ‘he’s dying, so he has no fear’. That missed the point entirely. It is true that he has MS, which gives him a pronounced limp, but that isn’t what drives the man. By chance, I came across somebody who had been at primary school with him, who said that he hasn’t really changed since the age of nine. Even then, he was the same – clever, cocky and disobedient. Mark Lewis just loves being a nuisance.

Clearly, it was Lewis who was the brains behind Gordon Taylor’s legal action, who had spotted the weakness in News International’s story and who was now confronting them with one simple allegation – that if it wasn’t Clive Goodman who had told Glenn Mulcaire to hack Gordon Taylor’s phone, then surely it was somebody else at the News of the World. According to Apollo, Lewis had now hired a barrister and gone to court and persuaded a judge to order the police to hand over any evidence which they possessed relating to the hacking of Taylor’s phone. Apollo didn’t know what the evidence was, but a few people at the Yard who knew about it were worried.

I soon tracked down Mark Lewis at the office of a Manchester law firm, and did my best to recruit him as an ally. The problem was that he was hemmed in by confidentiality and so he was not allowed to help. Also, as I later discovered, he takes some pride in being maddening and very rarely does anything that he does not want to do.

If ever I was going to be able to write this story, I needed far more detail. In gaps between working on other stories to keep the Guardian happy, I went off, following my imagination wherever it led, in search of police officers and Crown prosecutors, lawyers and probation officers, anybody at all who had been involved in the original trial of Goodman and Mulcaire and who might know something about the evidence which had not been disclosed in court. I made some progress. I tried to find anybody who had anything to do with Gordon Taylor – friends, colleagues, enemies. I made less progress.

Over time, I looked for anybody who had ever had any kind of job at the News of the World, anybody who had ever had any kind of connection to the top of Scotland Yard. I found a second source who had had some access to the material gathered by police in the original inquiry. He echoed the estimate of the number of victims which I had been given by the senior Yard figure at the media function: ‘Two or three thousand,’ he suggested.

I went back and looked more closely at the official version of events. In March 2007, two months after Goodman and Mulcaire were sent to prison, the case was examined by the House of Commons select committee on culture, media and sport. The committee called as a witness Les Hinton, the chief executive of the News of the World’s UK owner, News International, and asked him if he had conducted ‘a full, rigorous internal inquiry’ and was ‘absolutely convinced’ that Goodman had been the only person on the paper who knew about the hacking of phones. ‘Yes, we have,’ Hinton replied, ‘and I believe he was the only person.’ Hinton added that the new editor, Colin Myler, who had replaced Andy Coulson, was still investigating. Which was a little odd because twelve days before Hinton gave this evidence, Myler had already told the Press Complaints Commission (PCC) that he had concluded that Goodman’s hacking was ‘aberrational’, ‘a rogue exception’ and ‘an exceptional and unhappy event in the 163-year history of the News of the World, involving one journalist’.

The case was also examined by the PCC, which had been established by the newspaper industry in 1991 in an attempt to prove that it was capable of regulating itself. In this case, I found, the PCC’s chairman, Sir Christopher Meyer, a former British ambassador to the USA, had promised to investigate ‘the entire newspaper and magazine industry of the UK to establish what is their practice’. In May 2007, the PCC had announced the results of its ‘wide-ranging inquiry’, claiming that it had ‘conducted an investigation into the use of subterfuge by the British newspaper and magazine industry’. This ‘investigation’ turned out to have involved writing to editors to ask about the internal controls which would prevent their journalists abusing their position, without even attempting to find out if they had been breaking the law; opting not to ask any questions of the outgoing editor of the News of the World, Andy Coulson, on the grounds that he had left the profession; opting not to ask any questions of any other executive, editor or reporter who had worked there when Glenn Mulcaire was hacking phones; and choosing instead to ask questions only of the incoming editor, Colin Myler, who necessarily had no direct knowledge of what had been going on before his arrival since he had been editing Murdoch’s New York Post at the time. The PCC report found no evidence of any illegal activity by any media organisation beyond that which had been revealed at the trial of Goodman and Mulcaire. At the time of the report, the chairman of the PCC’s powerful Code of Practice Committee was Les Hinton, the chief executive of News International.

‘Move along now, there’s nothing to see here.’

This was getting more and more interesting. If the information I was collecting was right, then for some reason the police, the House of Commons and the Press Complaints Commission had all failed to get to the truth. It all reeked of power – well, the abuse of power. What did Coulson know? What did Les Hinton or even Murdoch know?

The key to the door was Gordon Taylor’s legal action. By the summer of 2008, Apollo was telling me that it was not just the police who had been ordered to hand over material. Mark Lewis and his barrister, Jeremy Reed, had also persuaded the judge that the Information Commissioner’s Office must part with some treasure. So, while the police had been told to disclose any relevant material they had seized from Glenn Mulcaire, the ICO had been instructed to disclose the entire record of every job which Steve Whittamore and his network had performed for the News of the World – a big chunk of the material which I had glimpsed but conspicuously failed to obtain when I was researching Flat Earth News. These two caches of evidence would surely nail the story. Apollo reckoned that the court already had them. But how to get hold of them? A British court can be a secretive place.

Apollo discovered that there had already been preliminary hearings at the High Court at which each side had produced formal statements, of claim and defence. Reading them, I began to see the outline of what was happening. When Mark Lewis had first submitted a claim for breach of privacy on behalf of Gordon Taylor, back in 2007, the News of the World had hired an expensive law firm, Farrer & Co. – who oddly also sometimes acted for the royal household whose phones had been hacked. In long-winded legal terms, Farrer & Co. had submitted a defence which not only told Gordon Taylor to get lost, it also applied to the court to have his case struck out. But now that the police and the ICO had handed over their evidence, things had changed.

The case had not been struck out. Far from it, the News of the World had been forced to change their position completely. The court documents were short on detail but, as far as I could make out, the new evidence which had been disclosed by the police and the ICO showed that some of their reporters had been routinely breaking the law with Steve Whittamore and, furthermore, crucially, that other reporters apart from Clive Goodman had been involved in hacking phones.

Apollo heard that there were some very tense negotiations going on, with News International offering big money – seriously big money – to Gordon Taylor if he would allow the case to be sealed and kept secret. For reasons which became clear later, Taylor was apparently tempted to settle.

Then, that autumn, I heard that the case had expanded. It had emerged (presumably from the evidence which police had handed over) that the News of the World had also been listening to the voicemail of two of Gordon Taylor’s closest associates – his in-house legal adviser, Jo Armstrong, and an outside solicitor who specialised in sport, John Hewison. Now they, too, were suing through Mark Lewis. With three litigants, the paper was having to offer even more money to keep the whole thing quiet.

In the background, at the end of July 2008, the News of the World had lost a High Court case brought by Max Mosley, president of the body which runs Formula One motor racing. Mosley had sued them for breach of privacy. In March of that year, they had secretly videoed him playing sadomasochistic sex games with five prostitutes and then displayed parts of the video on their website, exposing Mosley’s naked body for all the world to see. The High Court saw this as an exceptionally brazen breach of privacy and awarded him higher damages than had ever been given by a British court dealing with a privacy action – £60,000.

In the case of Gordon Taylor, I discovered, News International finally agreed to pay more than £400,000 in damages, an enormous sum. The breach of Taylor’s privacy was nothing like as severe as that in Max Mosley’s case. Surely this was hush money. The paper also agreed to pay up to £300,000 to cover his legal bills. The deal had been struck during the summer of 2008, but News International had then become embroiled in another six months of wrangling to settle the cases brought by Jo Armstrong and John Hewison. That cost them a further £140,000 in damages plus legal bills. The whole package amounted to just over £1 million. And an essential element of every part of the settlement was that all of those involved would keep all of it secret, for ever. One very good informant claimed that the deal had been approved by Rupert Murdoch’s son, James, who had recently taken over from Les Hinton as head of News International and who was, in addition, the boss of the whole Murdoch business in Europe and Asia. If that was right, then Murdoch’s son could have his fingerprints on a £1 million cover-up.

By the time the settlement was reached, it was the spring of 2009 and I was surfacing from a horribly complicated investigation of offshore tax havens for the Guardian. In the meantime, I had found several sources who were willing to help on the hacking story, as long as I did not disclose their role. From one of them, I had managed to get some electrifying material – extracts from the two caches of evidence, from the ICO and the police, which had forced News International to settle the cases brought by Gordon Taylor and his two lawyer colleagues. I had been given this on the strict condition that, although I could summarise it, I could not say I had any of it in my possession. Good enough. It was powerful material, in two different ways.

First, it revealed the huge scale on which the News of the World had been routinely and casually invading the privacy of their targets. It turned out that Steve Whittamore had recorded his work in four exercise books, with a different colour for different newspaper groups. A blue book contained everything he had done for News International. Now, at last, I had my hands on the spreadsheet which had been prepared by the Information Commissioner, listing details from the blue book – every request made by News International journalists in the three years before Whittamore was raided in March 2003. There were hundreds and hundreds of them. The reporters had used Whittamore’s network of blaggers and insiders routinely to extract information from the confidential records of the police national computer, British Telecom, banks, hotels, the vast database of social security, the DVLA and the mobile phone companies. Some of the targets were famous names – actors like Jude Law and Sadie Frost. Some were linked to the famous – the grandson of Lord Mountbatten, and witnesses to the murder of the TV presenter Jill Dando. Others were simply ordinary people who had caught a reporter’s eye – the owners of every car which was parked near a village green where the actor Hugh Grant was playing cricket.

I thought back to the 1970s and 80s, when the secret state routinely invaded the privacy of its targets, and a network of lawyers and politicians and journalists had worked hard to try to make the police and security agencies accountable. Finally, those agencies had been forced to accept strict guidelines for the use of surveillance on citizens. Yet now, tabloid journalists had pulled on the secret policeman’s boots and started to engage in wanton surveillance, without any kind of accountability or due process: simply, they spied where they wanted. Unless this kind of blagging was justified by strong public interest, it was illegal. Certainly, it was wrong. And the paperwork from the police, dealing with Glenn Mulcaire, revealed even more of this invasion.

Like the Whittamore paperwork, it showed that Mulcaire had targeted all kinds of public figures as well as ordinary people who had strayed unwittingly into the path of the News of the World. I could not be sure exactly what Mulcaire had done to all of them – whether he had blagged their confidential data or hacked their voicemail, whether he had succeeded or failed – but it was clear he was involved in a very big operation. If he had succeeded in hacking their voicemail, that was illegal in all cases – there was no public-interest defence to justify it.

Some of the targets were particularly sensitive. For example, the paperwork I saw included invoices which made it clear that Glenn Mulcaire had been paid by the News of the World to target several senior government ministers, including Tessa Jowell, who had been the Secretary of State responsible for the media, and John Prescott, the deputy prime minister throughout Tony Blair’s ten years in Downing Street, from May 1997 to June 2007. In Prescott’s case, the paperwork suggested that the News of the World’s primary interest had been the disclosure in the spring of 2006 that he had been having an affair. The sensitivity, however, was that Prescott at that time had still been in post, handling all kinds of secrets – economic, diplomatic, military. And yet, on the face of it, the police had done nothing about it; they had not even warned the second most senior member of the government that he had been targeted by a man who specialised in intercepting communications.

But there was a second reason why all this paperwork was explosive – because of what it revealed about the perpetrators. The Whittamore material listed the names of twenty-seven different News of the World journalists and four others from the Murdoch daily, the Sun, who had hired the blagging network. Checking through a database of Fleet Street stories, I found that all of them had been working either for the news desk or for the features department. Neither of those departments was very big. Together, as far as I could tell, they employed no more than thirty or forty reporters and executives. It looked like well over half of them had been commissioning Whittamore. Between them they had made more than 1,000 requests for information over a three-year period, more than one for every working day – requests which, I already knew, had been analysed by the Information Commissioner who had found that almost all of them were ‘certainly or very probably’ illegal. And some of those who had commissioned Whittamore were very senior journalists: Rebekah Brooks, who had been editor of the News of the World at the time of the requests (and who had now become editor of the Sun); Greg Miskiw, the assistant editor for news; Doug Wight, the Scottish editor; Neville Thurlbeck, the chief reporter and former news editor; Jules Stenson, the features editor.

More than half the journalists in news and features? And their bosses? Collectively commissioning hundreds of searches which appeared to be potentially illegal. Surely, this was systematic. How could Coulson – the deputy editor at the time – not have known?

The Mulcaire material was even more significant. Quite simply, it kicked a large, gaping hole in the story that News International had told to the police, the public and Parliament; and it raised some very serious questions about the failure of the police and prosecutors to expose the truth. There were two particularly important documents.

One was a printout of an email, from ross.hindley@news-of-the-world.co.uk. A search in the database of Fleet Street stories quickly established that Ross Hindley was a news reporter at the News of the World. It had been sent to shadowmen@yahoo.co.uk. That proved to be the email address of Glenn Mulcaire. It was headed ‘TRANSCRIPT FOR NEVILLE: WEDNESDAY JUNE 29 2005’. Checking the database of Fleet Street stories, I found that there was only one Neville on the News of the World – Neville Thurlbeck, the chief reporter, who had also shown up as a customer of Steve Whittamore. There then followed the transcripts of thirty-five voicemail messages which had been left on the mobile phones of Gordon Taylor and his legal adviser, Jo Armstrong. This was straightforward evidence which suggested that at least two other reporters from the News of the World had been involved in handling illegally intercepted voicemail. It gave the lie to the official version – the claim by the News of the World and by Rupert Murdoch’s executives and by Scotland Yard and by the Press Complaints Commission – that the ‘rogue reporter’ Clive Goodman had been the only person on the paper who knew about it.

A second document was also highly suspicious – a contract signed by the assistant editor, Greg Miskiw, in February 2005, i.e. four months before Hindley’s email was sent, offering Glenn Mulcaire a payment of £7,000 if he brought in a particularly hostile story about Gordon Taylor, which was outlined in the contract. What was most suspicious about the document was that it had been drawn up using one of Mulcaire’s false names, Paul Williams. Why would an assistant editor sign a contract with somebody who was using a false name? Because he was commissioning illegal activity, perhaps?

Finally, I also heard that there was a tape-recording of Glenn Mulcaire explaining to a reporter exactly how to get access to Gordon Taylor’s voicemail messages, a step-by-step guide in the art of phone-hacking. The reporter’s name, I was told, sounded like Ryan or Ryall.

All this was truly damaging for the News of the World. Even if they wanted to claim that they knew nothing about hacking when Clive Goodman was arrested, they had known about this paperwork for months, since it was disclosed in the Gordon Taylor legal action earlier in 2008. Yet they had made no attempt to correct the record in any way. And what about Scotland Yard? This material had been seized from Glenn Mulcaire when police arrested him in August 2006. It had been sitting in police hands ever since. Had they done anything at all to pursue it, to interview or arrest other News of the World people who were involved? And if not, why not? And why had they not even mentioned this in court at the original trial?

And surely this was only the beginning. As far as I could tell, the court had ordered the police to hand over material which they held specifically in relation to Gordon Taylor. If it was true that there really were thousands of victims, then it looked as if there would be thousands more documents in Scotland Yard’s vaults, about other victims and possibly about other perpetrators at the News of the World. Just how much were News International concealing? Just how much evidence had the police buried away?

But, of course, as far as News International and the police were concerned, the case had been settled. The money had been handed over to Gordon Taylor and the two others who had joined the action, Jo Armstrong and John Hewison. The paperwork had been sealed with the blessing of the High Court. Nobody was to know anything about any of this.

Well, that was their plan.

Bob Woodward of the Washington Post once said that ‘the best journalism is often done in defiance of management’. True. At best, news managers are desperate for copy, so they won’t give reporters the time they need to work on stories; at worst, they are little people with big titles who think they should prove themselves by interfering all day long.

But I’m freelance. I work from home where I can be almost invisible to the people who employ me. So I hide out in
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