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PART 1

THE INDUSTRY


1

So you want to be a journalist?

There are jobs that are guaranteed to make you admired: no one ever says that being a doctor is a waste of talent. There are jobs that are lucrative: who has ever met an investment banker with no money? There are jobs that are treated with respect: think of teaching.

And then there’s journalism.

The Chambers Dictionary dignifies journalism with the label ‘profession’, as in ‘the profession of collecting, writing, editing, publishing, etc. news reports and other articles for newspapers, journals, television, radio and related media . . .’

But well-educated members of the professional classes shudder at the idea that their ranks include journalists. People give their lives to journalism, some have given their lives for it. But it is a trade, a business, a job.

It is as well to get this right from the start. The Oxford graduate with a double first in Greats who writes leaders for The Times and the reporter who left school at sixteen and who now goes under cover to report on massage parlours for the News of the World are in the same business. Indeed, they work for the same man – Rupert Murdoch. From the newspaper plant that brings you The Times also comes the Sun. You don’t have to admire or excuse all that is done in the name of journalism, but if you are serious about getting involved in it, you can’t get away with pretending you are part of a different, more worthy business.

It may be this roughness at the edges, the fact that it is not quite proper, that gives journalism such appeal. It exudes a faint scent of risk, of mischief, of – we may as well say it now – grubbiness. If you are looking for the kind of job that makes you welcome wherever you go, you’d better stop now. But you can’t help feeling that journalists have a lot more fun than trainee solicitors.

Even the National Council for the Training of Journalists, the body that supervises training and decides whether you are competent to call yourself a senior reporter, acknowledges the appeal: ‘Newspaper journalism is often seen as glamorous and exciting.’ But, before you get carried away with the romance of it all, the Council offers a little warning: ‘As with any occupation, success comes only after much hard work and routine activity.’

For many of us, it is the glamour rather than the hard work that formed our earliest impressions. They were encouraged by the film industry. In the early years of Hollywood, producers turned to journalists for scripts and to newspapers for subjects. So it is no surprise that films have helped recruit successive generations of journalists. I know people who work in newspapers today who cite Orson Welles’s Citizen Kane as a major influence on their choice of career, even though they were born twenty years after it was first screened in 1941. Then there’s Billy Wilder’s 1951 film Ace in the Hole, starring Kirk Douglas as a cynical reporter who tries to manipulate an accident to the advantage of his story. And, famously, The Front Page, written for the stage in 1928 by Ben Hecht and Charles MacArthur, who drew on their experiences as reporters in Chicago. It was a big hit on Broadway, became a best-selling book and spawned four Hollywood film adaptations.

In the words of Robert Schmuhl, professor of American studies at the University of Notre Dame, the playwrights created enduring stereotypes of journalism: ‘Different times and vastly different technologies notwithstanding, the drive of news competition, the excitement of a big story, and the sense of purposeful fun still animate how journalists think, talk, and act.’ Yes indeed, to the point that, if The Front Page leaves you cold, you may be making a mistake in looking for a career in journalism.

The technology is changing but the basics stay the same. Here is a job where someone is paying you to see things you would pay to see, to go to places where you couldn’t otherwise go; to stand – say – on the fringes of a riot, to watch troops go in, to hear the Prime Minister at the despatch box, to see the fastest runner in the world; to absorb these things, to reproduce and describe them; to race for the phone, the laptop, the satellite link.

The television presenter and sports writer Michael Parkinson started his journalistic career in Barnsley, his home town, and has described how heavily he was influenced by the newspapermen he watched in the black and white Hollywood films of the 1950s. I worked in Barnsley twenty years later for the evening title the Star and was pleased to find that this romanticism was still going strong. It was now 1980, but the latest trainee on the Chronicle had bought himself a trench coat and a trilby and, having just reached eighteen, had taken to leaning on the bar of the pub rather than hiding at the back. Whenever he opened his wallet to pay for a round of drinks, he’d make sure that the barmaid noticed the press card in it. This, he felt – though we never saw the notion proved – would establish him as a tough-talking, wisecracking ladies’ man in the great tradition of film noir.

And just as the influence of recycled films might have started to wane, along came an event that defined the power of the press. For the age group looking now towards retirement – men and women in their fifties – the big spur was Watergate, the finest hour of American journalism, when the painstaking work of two reporters on the Washington Post led ultimately to the impeachment and resignation of President Richard Nixon in 1974. The film that followed two years later, All the President’s Men, with Dustin Hoffman and Robert Redford playing the journalists Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward, encouraged a new generation to turn its backs on proper jobs and head for the glamour, excitement and now power of journalism. Now there was a vogue for investigative reporting, with everyone looking for the story that would bring down, if not a government, at least a local council.

More recently, in 1985, Defence of the Realm, with Gabriel Byrne, Denholm Elliot and Greta Scacchi, gave the most realistic account of British newspaper life I have seen on screen, possibly because one of my friends, an experienced Fleet Street reporter, was called in to advise on the detail. Here were the scruffy offices, the battered typewriters, the cynical old reporters and the dirty boozers of the last days of Fleet Street, before we moved out to Canary Wharf office blocks and computer screens. Then the American film The Paper, 1994, starring Michael Keaton, Glenn Close and Robert Duvall, captured the American newspaper world with real wit, right down to the insufferable pomposity of the New York Times and the vicious competitiveness that underlies the trade. If you find one of these running on television, don’t miss it.

The popular BBC1 thriller series State of Play, broadcast in 2003, may not have given the most recognizable portrayal of a British broadsheet newspaper, but it did give the most exciting and romantic one, possibly because the clever and entertaining Guardian political sketch writer Simon Hoggart worked as an adviser on the show. There were murders, sex scenes, double-crossings, twists and improbable stretches of plot from which the journalists emerged in triumph. The journalists who watched it agreed there were certain inaccuracies, but couldn’t help wanting the editor Bill Nighy as their own editor. The serial involved politicians, police and press, but the writer realized that it was the press who were holding the audience’s attention and decided to write politicians out of the sequel. State of Play ended with the hero journalist deep in the paper’s print plant, watching as thousands of copies of his front-page story rolled from the presses around him. If that didn’t make you want to be a reporter, nothing would.

There are classic books too – none better, despite its age, than Evelyn Waugh’s comic novel Scoop, set at the time of the Italian invasion of Abyssinia in 1935 but uncannily descriptive of newspaper journalism today: the same misunderstandings, the same demands from an office that has little idea of the story unfolding on the spot, the same competition between reporters fearful that another has a better story. In 2003 the Daily Telegraph journalist W. F. Deedes celebrated his ninetieth birthday not only by continuing to work as a reporter for the Telegraph but also by publishing At War with Waugh, his account of his experiences alongside Waugh covering that same Abyssinia campaign. Lord Deedes has been a Conservative Cabinet minister and an editor of the Daily Telegraph, but neither appealed to him as much as the practice and craft of reporting.

Many other journalists have captured the mischief, madness – and, from time to time, value – of journalism in books, whether writing about newspaper events or their own careers. Sir Max Hastings, the former editor of the Daily Telegraph and the Evening Standard and a distinguished war correspondent, gave good encouragement to the adventurous in Going to the Wars. The American news agency reporter Ed Behr wrote a frank account of international war reporting in Anyone Here Been Raped and Speaks English? I knew I had to be a journalist when, half-way through a law degree, I read Slip-Up, Anthony Delano’s account of the competition to get to the runaway Great Train Robber Ronnie Biggs. In particular I remember his throwaway line on moving to Fleet Street from the provinces, ‘not long married to the prettiest girl in town’. This, clearly, was the life for me. There are more earnest and more important books, but if you get no joy from these, you might question whether you should really be a journalist.

Clearly, thousands do. The popularity of the business has risen to the point where the Civil Service, leading law firms and big-paying investment banks, which once expected to cream off the brightest university graduates, complain that too many are heading for journalism instead.

Worse, some of these bright men and women seem to be running off to journalism for no more high-minded reason than the pursuit of fame. According to a survey conducted in 2002, the most popular role models among media students were the show business gossip writers on the Daily Mirror, the 3am Girls.

Their popularity reflected a change that was going on at university newspapers and magazines that had taken their cue from national print media increasingly interested in entertainment. The change in student attitudes was noticed by the Daily Telegraph, which sponsors annual conferences on student journalism. University newspapers seemed to be publishing less about socio-political issues such as inequality, racism, low pay and asylum and more about socio-social issues such as travel, pop and gossip. The student newspaper editors defended this on the basis that they were writing what their peer group wanted to read, though they did not seem too happy about it. This, you will find, is a common complaint among journalists. The journalists want to give their readers what the journalists think is important; the readers want to read what the readers like.

Jack Doyle, who was then editor of Student Direct in Manchester, told the Telegraph that his contemporaries read tabloid rather than broadsheet newspapers. The show business gossip magazine Heat was the most popular read of all.

Jan Webster, a former editor of Sheffield University’s Steel Press, explained how things had changed: ‘Our paper used to boast a fantastic news team. Now, many of those joining the paper think journalism is swanning around talking to celebs. Many of them don’t want to make a phone call and are scared to talk to student union officers. What you have now are people who want to write down their opinions. It’s not journalism.’

But if that is what papers want now, it surely is journalism. When the former Daily Mirror editor Piers Morgan decided his paper was threatening to drown in show business froth, he announced a crusade to return to a more challenging, cerebral form of journalism. Sadly, his readers didn’t like it and began to desert the paper. The froth came back.

But don’t worry. If you want to be serious, there are still papers ready to be as serious as you want. And if, like those questioned in the survey, it is show business you yearn for, be warned that there are plenty of people who believe that reporting has a more important function.

That function, without wishing to sound too grandiose, is to act as a bulwark of democracy, to be the eyes and ears of the public. To watch councils and governments and law courts and report what they do in our name. Reporting may entertain. But more than anything it informs.

That journalism is important, that journalists can make a difference has rarely been better expressed than by one of the founders of the Independent newspaper, Stephen Glover, writing in the Spectator. The occasion was the death of a young British journalist who had gone out to make his name in Iraq at the end of the war in 2003, when the country seemed to be descending into lawlessness: ‘What is one to say about Richard Wild, the 24-year-old inexperienced journalist shot in the head in Baghdad? He was by all reports clever, decent, brave, good. It seems such a waste. What would he have produced had he not been murdered? A few seconds of footage which might, or might not, have flickered on our television screens, and then been forgotten. And yet this is all that journalism ever is. No single article or programme ever makes much difference. It is their cumulative effect which counts. The hundred or so reports which Richard Wild never filed would have made a difference. They were worth taking a risk for. It may be no comfort to his parents and friends, but this young man died in a noble cause.’

So yes, journalism can change things. The bulletins filed by the BBC television reporter Michael Buerk were credited with alerting the world to the great Ethiopian famine of 1984. The Sunday Times won a celebrated victory for press freedom in 1979 when it won the right to publish its detailed investigation into the effects of the drug Thalidomide, which had caused deformities in unborn babies.

The benefits of a questioning, free press are clear. Some journalists go so far as to suggest that the constant position of the reporter must be one of scepticism. According to the mythology of the Sunday Times, its celebrated editor Harry Evans – the man who fought the British courts over the Thalidomide story – suggested that any aspiring journalist interviewing a politician should do so while thinking: ‘Why is this bastard lying to me?’

Some critics find that attitude too cynical. They worry that reporting politics is becoming more attractive than being a politician, to the detriment of political debate in this country. Others are attracted to that level of scepticism, whether applied to politicians, businessmen or the police. Few have used scepticism to greater effect than the television interviewer Jeremy Paxman, whose sneering interrogative style, accompanied by a raised eyebrow to indicate profound disbelief, has unsettled the most experienced politicians. The Today programme presenter John Humphrys has developed such a reputation for acute questioning that the Prime Minister, Tony Blair, started to appear on the programme only if the more emollient James Naughtie was handling the interview.

You see that disdain too in the attitudes of the Channel 4 News presenter Jon Snow, who thought students were letting the side down when he spoke at the Daily Telegraph conference in 2002. Where was the journalistic passion? What had happened to the idea that journalism could expose wrong and make the world a better place? ‘I’m surprised that people aren’t more angry. I suppose times are mellow, and everyone’s drunk and stoned. But we were drunk and stoned – and we were angry, too.’

Perhaps apathy goes in cycles, in which case we are due some anger soon. Perhaps a new, more polemical generation will desert the show business circles of the 3am Girls in favour of rattling the gates at Westminster. As for drunk and stoned, perhaps we had better address that now.

There have, traditionally, been two things said with certainty about journalists, particularly British ones. They are drunks and they are unreliable.

Let’s deal with the drinking first. I arrived in Fleet Street in 1981 in what turned out to be the dying days of real excess. There were still journalists who kept whisky bottles in their bottom drawers and found it difficult to start any story without a stiffener. A colleague at the Daily Telegraph routinely dictated his stories to the news desk secretary because he was too drunk to focus on the typewriter keys.

The natural place to spend time between assignments was the pub. The obvious place to go to lunch was the pub. The first call after work was the pub. At the start of the 1980s, those few journalists who chose to spend their spare time at the gym were suspected of homosexuality. By the end of the 1980s, there were lots of them. The serious drinking was almost over.

It’s not that there is no more drunkenness – only recently a top reporter moved from one paper to its deadly rival and, in a drunken stupor, rang the phone number of his old employer to dictate an exclusive story. Naturally, even as his new news desk wondered where he had got to, his old paper printed his story with a bigger by-line than he had ever got when he worked there. But the drinking is now under control. Like the rest of industry, newspaper managements expect sobriety from their workforces during working hours.

So what about the unreliability? Here is an American journalist called Larry King – not the Larry King who presents the CNN television interview show – writing on an American website devoted to journalism edited by Paul E. Schindler Jnr, himself a former newspaperman: ‘Those of us forced to read the London papers sometimes speculate about which is greater: the average British hack’s sloth, mendacity, ignorance, obsequiousness, capacity for drink, or aversion to paying for that drink. Smart money tends to split between the latter two.’

It is not an altogether original observation. Samuel Johnson came to a similar conclusion almost 250 years earlier. News gathering, said Dr Johnson, ‘required neither genius nor knowledge, neither industry nor sprightliness; but contempt of shame and indifference to truth are absolutely necessary. He who by a long familiarity with infamy has obtained these qualities, may confidently tell today what he intends to contradict to-morrow; he may affirm fearlessly what he knows that he shall be obliged to recant . . .’

And here is the actress Zoë Wanamaker, quoted in 2003, when she was starring at the National Theatre in a stage adaptation of another brilliant film comedy about newspapers, His Girl Friday: ‘Journalists are people I have a very healthy disrespect for.’

There are journalists who resent this reputation, but most tend to wear it almost happily, as a mark of twisted pride. After all, it is not your business as a journalist to be liked – or not to be liked once you have got the story you were looking for, at any rate. The attitude was caught nicely by the British poet Humbert Wolfe, in 1930:


You cannot hope to bribe or twist

(thank God!) the British journalist.

But, seeing what the man will do

unbribed, there’s no occasion to.


So journalists grew up aware that it was not their role in life to be liked or trusted. That is why many were shocked by the results of an opinion poll conducted by the pollsters YouGov in 2003 and published in the Daily Telegraph.

The orthodox view was that journalists were generally held in low esteem, somewhere around the bottom with other bad people such as estate agents and politicians. Remarkably, the YouGov poll discovered a crucial difference in the way broadsheet and tabloid journalists were regarded.

The survey of around 2,000 people discovered that broadcast journalists were among the most trusted of all members of the population. Reporters from ITV, Channel 4 News and the BBC were ranked closely together, sandwiched between local police officers on the beat and head teachers in state schools. They were ahead of vicars and priests.

Journalists on broadsheet papers – the Telegraph, Times, Guardian, Independent and so on – also came out of the survey pretty well. Sixty-five per cent of those members of the public who were questioned said they trusted these journalists to tell the truth a great deal or a fair amount. This put them only one place behind judges and actually ahead of senior officials in the United Nations (the survey was conducted in the spring of 2003, when the United Nations was constantly in the news over weapons inspections in Iraq). Right behind broadsheet journalists and safely in the top half of the table came local newspaper journalists. They had the trust of 60 per cent of those questioned.

Journalists on the mid-market papers such as the Mail and the Express were in the bottom half of the table, just ahead of trade union leaders. Thirty-six per cent trusted them. But it wasn’t until the pollsters asked about journalists on the ‘red top’ tabloid papers – the Sun, the Mirror, the Star, the News of the World and so on – that the traditional view emerged. They came bottom – below car dealers and estate agents – and were trusted by only 14 per cent of those who took part in the poll.

Who came top? Doctors, of course, pretty much as we suggested at the start of this chapter. They were trusted to tell the truth either a great deal or a fair amount by 93 per cent of those questioned. Schoolteachers came second, registering 88 per cent trust. There wasn’t a question about investment bankers. But as we said at the start, they have all the joy that money brings.

You might think that this unexpected perception of trustworthiness would have brought great pleasure to all broadsheet journalists. They were being allowed, after all, to walk tall among members of the public. Strangely, they seemed rather miffed, having long come to terms with pariah status.

Naturally, other stereotypes persist: the journalist is still the man in the dirty raincoat standing on the doorstep. She’s the neurotic woman who makes a declaration of friendship as she conducts the interview, then plunges in the knife when she writes up the piece. Well, all right, I could put names to both those descriptions immediately. Several names, in fact. But most journalists would recognize neither themselves nor their colleagues in that description.

For this is an industry with a remarkably varied range of work. We’ll talk about getting in and getting on later, but the way in for most people is local newspapers or what is known as the trade press – specialist publications covering different areas of industry or special interest. Just as local newspapers can be very local – the Dawlish Gazette, for example, sells 2,400 copies each week in Devon – so trade magazines can be very specialist: Electric Railway Society Journal goes out six times a year to some 400 readers who are interested in electric railways around the world. They are, says the magazine, mostly male. There is, you will find, a seemingly endless supply of esoteric titles tailor-made for the headline competition on Have I Got News for You?

Some journalists see these titles as stepping-stones to something bigger, others gain career satisfaction from working in one place. Just as many GPs take professional pleasure in making a lifetime’s contribution to one neighbourhood, so there are journalists who are proud of the knowledge they accumulate and the service they bring to a place – often the area they grew up in – over many years. Editors of these titles become key figures in the local community. They tend to believe their papers uphold standards of accuracy beyond those of the national press. In the same way, there are journalists who remain on specialist magazines and build up such knowledge of the industry or interest group they cover that they become prominent figures within it. Naturally, there are others who see their first titles only as a means to an end – a chance to learn the business before moving on.

This is why it is difficult to generalize about journalists: how do you begin to compare a piece by a highly knowledgeable writer for a specialist publication such as Jane’s Defence Weekly with a story from a news reporter on a local weekly? What has the cub reporter who goes out to interview elderly couples about their golden wedding anniversary got in common with the hip magazine writer reviewing the rap singer Eminem? Here is a man who has spent his working life reporting on the local council for his local paper – no one knows more about the Town Hall than he – and here is a woman who has worked for five different papers before the age of thirty-five and covered everything from music to health. The only obvious thing that connects them is that someone is paying them to write articles and stories.

We haven’t even begun to address the thousands of journalists who move out of papers, magazines, radio and television and into other businesses to handle information or public relations briefs. There are journalists in companies, charities, councils and government departments. Some of these have become very powerful, none more so than Alastair Campbell, the man credited with masterminding the media strategy that brought Tony Blair to power. Mr Campbell was never elected, but he became one of the most important men in government with his iron grip on 10 Downing Street and on Mr Blair’s ministers. Nevertheless, if you were thinking of a word to describe him, you’d probably have to call him a journalist.

Because they are all over the place, it is hard to be precise about the number of journalists working in Britain. The Newspaper Society, the umbrella organization for local and regional papers, says its members employ about 8,000 journalists, a number that has been declining since the 1980s. Newspapers are businesses. The fewer employees they have, the more money you can make. That means papers look increasingly to using staff journalists only for the words they can’t get from news or other syndication agencies. Big national newspapers such as the Telegraph or Mail each employ more than 500 journalists across their weekday and Sunday titles. A good guide to the number of journalists around – however much their job title disguises their trade – comes from the National Union of Journalists. It reckons to have a third of all journalists in Britain and Ireland as union members. There are 34,000 in the NUJ, which puts the journalistic population of the British Isles at just over 100,000.

What are the qualities you need to become one of their number? The National Council for the Training of Journalists is clear: ‘An interest in current affairs at all levels; a lively interest in people, places and events; an ability to write in a style which is easy to understand; good spelling, grammar and punctuation.’

The NCTJ also suggests ‘an appreciation of the part a local newspaper plays in the community; a willingness to accept irregular hours; an ability to work under pressure to meet deadlines; determination and persistence’.

It would be hard to quarrel with any of that, though many now manage to get into the industry without much interest in the role of local newspapers. The qualities required were famously put in snappier form by the late Nicholas Tomalin, a Sunday Times foreign correspondent: ‘The only qualities essential for real success in journalism are rat-like cunning, a plausible manner and a little literary ability.’ Mr Tomalin was killed on the Golan Heights in 1973 when a heat-seeking Syrian missile hit his car during the Yom Kippur War. He was forty-two.

Sometimes, as you come across a cynical old reporter or watch a bunch of middle-aged sub-editors at work, you have to ask whether they ever had energy, enthusiasm and interest. The kindest thing to say is that they are transformed at the hint of a big story. Then the life returns and they are young again. Nothing rejuvenates like a front-page splash.

At least they have the defence that they have been kicked about a bit over the years. There’s no such excuse for newcomers. I have been amazed when, from time to time, some young reporter has suggested it would be difficult to pursue an inquiry into the evening because he or she has a date. This is no way to get on.

No, to make an impression, you have to go in with the idea that you are signing over your life for a while. The paper, radio station or news agency is going to own you.

If it is a parish council meeting that keeps you at work for the evening, you have to convince yourself that it is the most important parish council meeting in the world. If you are not prepared to slog round that rough estate late at night to find the missing witness, a rival paper may be. If the news desk asks you to start going through all the Smiths in the phone book in an attempt to turn up the Smith whose son has just been killed in a road crash in France, you’d better get phoning.

Of course there are skills you may never have to use again: some reporters pride themselves on their ability to prise pictures of dead children from their grieving relatives, others feel physically sick at the thought of even knocking on the door. As a news editor, I don’t mind a reporter who recognizes the latter symptom, as long as he or she pulls off the former skill. There are news reporters who are brilliant at finding facts and incompetent at writing stories. They make great reporters, as long as someone helps put those facts in order. Sports reporters do not bother themselves, by and large, with the details of Cabinet reshuffles. Feature writers, however, should always bother themselves with the business of facts.

But what all have in common is a sense of the day-to-day demands of the publication for which they work. A newspaper or magazine or news organization is dealing with perishable goods: a story filed after the deadline is worthless.

So, just as mothers adapt to the feeding demands of children, journalists find that their working rhythms begin to adjust to the requirements of the title. By 3 p.m. on an evening paper you know that only a very good new story is going to make it into that night’s edition. Sunday journalists who relax into long lunches on Tuesdays become nervous by Saturday morning, because if they haven’t a story by then, they are not going to get one. Daily journalists work with half an eye constantly on the clock.

It is more than five years since I worked on a Sunday paper, but sixteen years on the Sunday Times, Sunday Telegraph and Independent on Sunday have ensured that a peculiar twitchiness still sets in around teatime on Friday, which is pretty much when it becomes clear whether a week’s edition is going to work. Several months after moving off a news desk, I still reached urgently for any ringing phone, even in the houses of friends.

This is all very good for the working cause, but does not always do a lot for personal relations. The paper becomes the third figure in a marriage, the one with the power to have you walk out of family parties, cancel dinner arrangements and break promises. Some papers make it a sackable offence for reporters to come to work without a passport although it is more likely they will be travelling in Britain. It’s not that you want to do it, you explain, it’s that you’ve got to: ‘I’m really sorry, but I have to get up to Manchester tonight.’ ‘I’ll try to get back for the birthday party, but this is a huge story.’ ‘The Prime Minister’s resigned. There’s no way I am going to get away to meet your parents.’

And somewhere, someone else clears up a little of the mess and you get on with being a journalist, bringing the world the news, fulfilling your responsibilities to the paper and – you can’t admit this to anyone – having such an interesting and exciting time that you would do it even if they didn’t pay you.
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Getting in

When you are trying to get into journalism, you come hard up against the syndrome Joseph Heller identified in his celebrated novel, Catch 22. Newspapers employ people with experience; how do you get experience without being employed?

You quickly notice something else: there is a big queue. You are going to have to push your way to the front. Things aren’t as bad as in the theatre, where more actors get to spend their time ‘resting’ than ever make a name for themselves, but the last twenty years have seen a remarkable rise in the numbers who decide they want to be journalists.

Think of this queue as good practice for how you are going to have to behave once you are in. If you can’t face the pushiness required; if you are worried about the sales pitch you have to make to get through the door; if you are too thin-skinned to take the pain of rejection, perhaps journalism isn’t for you. As a news reporter, you learn to knock again when a door is slammed in your face. You may as well start learning now.

This ambition to get into journalism is often only a vague aspiration. There are veterans of school magazines and university newspapers who have mapped out a career path that will see them editing the Guardian by the time they are forty (and you realize, with a sick feeling, that one of them is going to achieve it); but there are also people who don’t feel ready to grow up and who reckon journalism looks better – in the words of its critics – than working for a living (twenty years after I started, my father would still ask when I thought I might get a grown-up job); and there are those who are desperate for some sort of fame and who think journalism might be a way to find it (what they really want is to be talent-spotted to present a Saturday morning children’s television show, but someone has told them that journalism would be a good place to start).

There are two traditional ways to get in: you find a job on a newspaper or a magazine or with a news agency. Or you get writing and hope that someone agrees to print your piece and to pay you for it.

Before you try either of these, you may decide you want to build up your CV with a course in journalism. This is still a ‘may’ because journalists do not need journalism degrees in the way that doctors need medical degrees. Indeed, once you are in, you soon find that no one cares much at all about qualifications. But you might find that a degree equips you not only to find a job more quickly, but also to fit in faster when you do.

If you get the right teaching, a college or university course might also encourage you to think a little more about what you want to get out of journalism. You can find everything from correspondence courses to block-release sessions to a three-year undergraduate degree or a one-year postgraduate qualification. We will talk more about these courses – and the difference between journalism and media studies courses – later in this chapter.

Before we do, let us look at your chances of finding a job.

It all used to be so simple. You joined a local newspaper and learned how to be a reporter. Like apprentices of old, you were indentured to the paper and paid very little. They taught you shorthand and how to write a story and a little bit of law and, after two or three years, you took an exam set by the NCTJ and, if you passed, qualified as a senior reporter, at which point you got paid a little more. Then you worked your way up to a bigger local newspaper, and either made a career for yourself in provincial journalism or jumped to a national title in Glasgow or Manchester or London.

By and large, the only journalists who broke this rule were graduates whose brainpower and analytical power were believed to be so great that they were taken straight on to national newspapers as leader writers. Ah, you might say – I know we all did – I bet they would be no good at writing a hard-news story. Indeed they wouldn’t. But then they will probably never have to because they will be so busy writing important think pieces about international politics.

Only twenty-five years ago, most reporters in the newspaper industry were school leavers rather than university graduates. There are still journalists around – some in very senior positions – who started off as newsroom messenger boys when they were sixteen. Journalism was always a democratic business: there were openings for scholars who could write erudite leaders on Church doctrine and openings for wide boys whose English wasn’t too good but who could charm the bereaved into parting with family photographs.

You might imagine that the graduates moved towards the broadsheets – the so-called quality newspapers – and the school leavers to the pop papers. There would be some truth in this – just as, in the provinces, the morning papers tended to be keener to recruit graduates than were their evening siblings. But, like all generalizations, it is only half true. It’s true, for instance, that Rebekah Wade of the Sun and Richard Wallace of the Mirror came into journalism as school leavers (although Ms Wade refers to attending the Sorbonne in her Who’s Who entry, this does not appear to have been for a degree course); it’s true that Martin Newland, editor of the Daily Telegraph, went to Goldsmiths’ College, London, and that Alan Rusbridger of the Guardian went to Cambridge. But Peter Hill, the editor of the Daily Express (and previously of the Star), went as a mature student to Manchester University; Simon Kelner, the editor of the Independent, was at Preston Poly, now the University of Central Lancashire. Paul Dacre, editor of the Daily Mail, went to Leeds University, Robert Thomson, editor of The Times, became a cadet reporter in Australia – we call them cub reporters in Britain – after leaving school.

While we are on generalizations, you may also have heard that the difference between tabloid and broadsheet journalists is that tabloid journalists dress better. That one’s true.

These days, most of the trainees entering the business are graduates. This is partly because more people go to university and partly because the industry has become so popular that it has no problem attracting graduates. In the words of the Newspaper Society, the body that represents the regional press, newspapers are ‘flooded with inquiries from thousands of would-be journalists’. The basic requirement is five GCSEs, one of which must be English, although the majority of applications now come from graduates. Some are recruited directly by regional or local newspapers and carry out basic training under the terms of an in-house training contract. Others are recruited from one-year full-time vocational post A-level courses held in colleges accredited by the NCTJ. Some of these courses are specifically tailored for graduates.

Some regional groups offer training programmes. Otherwise it may be down to individual papers to recruit trainees as and when they need them. Go to the internet sites of the regional groups – companies such as Johnston Press, Trinity Mirror and Newsquest – to get the most up-to-date information.

Some national newspaper groups have also started their own
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