
[image: cover]


About the Book

The relationship between politicians and broadcasters has always been fraught with tension. Today, every word and act of those who wield power is instantly broadcast and dissected on 24-hour rolling news channels, blogs and Twitter. But in the past, broadcasters were banned by law from debating anything newsworthy and Parliament imprisoned those who dared to report what MPs had said. Since that censorship ended, the two sides have clashed repeatedly.

Live From Downing Street takes us on an absorbing journey through the history of this power struggle, dwelling in fascinating detail on the charismatic key players from radio and television – the Dimblebys, Day, Frost, Walden, Paxman, Humphrys – and those who fought back – Churchill, Wilson, Thatcher and Blair. As the BBC’s Political Editor, Nick Robinson is uniquely placed to add his own perceptive insights into the controversial issue of impartial reporting, providing a colourful and gripping account of the hard-fought battles for the right to tell the public about the decisions taken on their behalf.
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FOREWORD

THERE IS ONE question I am asked all the time. Not ‘What’s the prime minister really like?’ or even ‘Do you actually like politicians?’ (incidentally, I do), but ‘Why do you stand outside in the rain and cold and dark late at night to do the news?’

Sometimes people are worried about my wellbeing. ‘You looked freezing,’ they say. Sometimes they’re bothered by the distraction of a policeman striding past after a shift change or, as one red-faced copper once confessed, ‘so that I can text my mate and say look out for me on the telly’. Sometimes it’s because they are hearing not one live report on the events of a big day but snatches of several, like the disembodied voices on the crossed telephone wires of old, as we TV correspondents line up on Downing Street, within touching distance of each other, and shout into our cameras to drown out the broadcasts of our colleagues.

Irrespective of their particular concerns, what those who ask me this question want to know is clear. What on earth is the point of me being out there when I could be sitting with the presenter in a nice warm studio? I sometimes give the practical answer – it’s closer to where I work than the newsroom – even after its recent move back to Broadcasting House. Sometimes I explain that TV is as much about pictures as words, and the black door of Number 10 is, of course, the symbol of power in Britain. Just occasionally, though, I admit that for me, at least, there is another reason. It is the reason I have written this book. It’s because I can.

My job is to report on what those in power are thinking and doing and on those who attempt to hold them to account in Parliament. I can only do it thanks to a struggle waged over centuries by journalists against politicians for the right to tell the public about the decisions being taken on their behalf – for the right, in other words, to broadcast live from Downing Street.

For many years Parliament didn’t allow its debates to be covered at all. Those newspaper men who tried could be thrown in prison. Broadcasters never faced that danger, but they did have to fight for decades for microphones and cameras to be permitted to record the democratic process.

In the early days of radio and television there was a law against reporting anything that MPs had discussed within the previous fortnight or might discuss within the next one. What was dubbed ‘controversy’ was banned. Prime ministers expected to be able to use the airwaves to speak to the electorate unchallenged and without their opponents having the right to reply. Elections went unreported. Our representatives could be neither seen nor heard by those they expected to vote for them.

At times of national crisis – the general strike, Suez, the wars in the Falklands and Iraq – some prime ministers have sought to take over, others to control, what is broadcast. They have been loath to accept that what is in their interests is not always the same as what is in the national interest. At these and many other times the occupants of Number 10 have complained about what they perceive as bias from broadcasters who declare themselves to be impartial.

For their part, since the advent of radio early in the twentieth century, politicians have had to come to terms with the demands of first the microphone and then the camera. They are now followed by them wherever and whenever they go. Interviews, which once rarely strayed beyond asking those in power whether they had anything to say, are now robust and confrontational. Broadcasting doesn’t just reward those able to connect with the people listening or watching at home, it punishes those unable to perform on cue. Being good on the telly is now a necessary, if certainly not a sufficient, quality for national leadership.

When I first joined the BBC in the mid-1980s there were just four television channels and no 24-hour news networks. News was delivered by a box in the corner, a radio or a TV set. There was none on the internet (whatever that was) or mobile phones (which were the size of a brick and almost as heavy). Sky didn’t exist and the idea of blogging, tweeting or putting messages on your Facebook wall would have made my head spin.

This book recounts the story of the relationship between the men and women who wield power and those whose job it is to tell the public what they are doing. It focuses on the key milestones in the long and rocky forced marriage between politicians and broadcasters: the prime ministers who pioneered broadcasting live from Downing Street – Baldwin and Macmillan; those who fought back – Churchill, Wilson, Thatcher and Blair; and the leader who could never quite come to terms with it – Brown. It charts the emergence of the charismatic inquisitors of radio and television, from Richard Dimbleby to Robin Day, David Frost and Brian Walden and, today, David and Jonathan Dimbleby, John Humphrys, Jeremy Paxman, Andrew Marr and Andrew Neil.

It is not a memoir, although it does begin with how and why I became a broadcaster and draws on my experiences as a producer of political TV programmes from the mid-1980s and, a decade later, a political reporter. I have divided the book into two sections to reflect my switch from narrator to player at a time when the media became the multi channel, online, 24/7 creature it is today.

Part I explores the early battle lines drawn between politicians and the press and charts the conflict between Parliament and broadcasters following the birth of first radio and then television. It examines the successes of those who first learned to charm the cameras – and the failures of those who didn’t – ending with the Iron Lady’s fightback against what she called the media’s ‘distorted mirror’.

Part II is the story of the New Labour years and Tony Blair’s seduction of the media machine he later called the ‘feral beast’, his bitter and unsuccessful battle to tame it and how it went on to maul his successor, Gordon Brown.

I conclude with ‘A final word’ addressed to those who believe that ‘impartial’ broadcasting cannot and should not survive in a world in which anyone can be a reporter and anyone can watch and listen to news produced all over the globe. It is an argument of huge significance for our democracy and one that has taken on greater relevance in the aftermath of revelations about the behaviour of our ‘free press’.

Throughout I have tried to convey a sense of how the day-to-day relationship between a reporter and a prime minister works but I believe that what was once private should remain so. Since I have to maintain good working relations with the politicians whose decisions and actions I still report on daily, now is not the time to write in any detail about those who are still active in politics – in the coalition government or the opposition.

From the broadcasting point of view, this account focuses mainly on the BBC and I make no apology for that. It is the BBC that pioneered both radio and television in Britain and for many years was our only broadcaster. As a national institution, paid for by us all, it remains the place where much of the country’s conversation takes place, on radio, television and online, and it has always been the politicians’ main target for complaints. Nevertheless, as we shall see, it often took competition from ITN, and later Sky, to challenge the BBC’s occasional bouts of conservatism and complacency.

Having been a political editor for the past decade, first for ITV News and now the BBC, I have been lucky enough to play a small part in this story. Amid so much change one thing remains constant: the tension between politicians and those who report on them.


Introduction
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‘A WORD IN THE NATION’S EAR’

‘THIS IS LONDON.’ Those three words still make the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. Intoned rather than merely spoken at the beginning of every news bulletin on the BBC World Service, they capture for me the thrill of broadcasting: millions of people around the world sitting and listening to what is happening in their part of it conveyed to them from a tiny studio in London. I know how it works but, even in this era of instant, high-quality global communication, it still feels to me like nothing short of a miracle. The reason people listen is, of course, simple: they know they can trust what they’re hearing. Journalism can never be the truth and nothing but the truth but the BBC at its best constantly aspires to get as near to the truth as it can that day.

It was my mother’s parents – Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany – who taught me to venerate news you could trust. I can picture now my Grandpa Bernard sitting in his apartment holding a radio the size and weight of a paving slab. He would slowly turn the large silver dial, passing from one station to the next in search of the World Service through intermittent blasts of white noise and snatches of German, Russian and French. His half-blind eyes would be closed in concentration. I would sit in reverent silence listening to the voice from London and watching and waiting for what I knew would follow. What, Grandpa would ask me, did I think of the situation in the Middle East? Did I agree with the actions of the British government which had brought people on to the streets again? For a teenager it was a little more challenging than the normal adult fare of ‘How’s school?’ and ‘Have you got a girlfriend?’ I did my best to give a considered answer. Grandpa would close his eyes once more, as if in deep thought, before, as often as not, replying in his thick Germanic brogue ‘No! I don’t zink so.’

This was not, as it first seemed, the conversational equivalent of the death sentence. It was, rather, the signal for me to present my argument and for a lively discussion or debate to begin. Sometimes we would be joined by one of my grandparents’ extraordinary array of old friends acquired on their enforced tour of the globe – including a former head of the French Supreme Court and erstwhile executives of Nestlé and National Cash Registers from their days in ‘the East’, or the man known as ‘the Dutch doctor’, whose contributions had to be translated from Dutch into German and then into English for me to understand. Although I didn’t know it at the time, this was the beginning of my journalistic training.

The book-lined walls of Grandpa Bernard and Granny Susan’s apartment in Lausanne, on the shores of Lake Geneva, told their life story and impressed upon me that politics was about so much more than the contrived squabbles that sometimes pass for politics at home. There were books about the Holocaust, which they escaped by fleeing Germany as soon as Hitler was elected; about Shanghai and China, which became a sanctuary for them, along with many others forced to flee Europe; about Japan, their destination when Mao’s communists made foreigners less than welcome in Shanghai. Their lives – and the deaths of countless millions who were not so lucky – were shaped and scarred by the political ideas that distorted the twentieth century. Once I asked my grandmother where she thought of as home. ‘We have no home,’ she told me. Hitler had robbed them of that and so much more besides. Officially ‘stateless’, they ended their lives in retirement in Switzerland, their final refuge. Whenever I hear people say they find politics boring or the news depressing, I think of how absurd, offensive, even, such a view would have seemed to my grandparents.

My mother’s family owed their survival to my grandfather’s interest in politics. In the early 1930s, when Hitler was on the rise, Bernard and Susan went to a Nazi rally in Berlin. For a Jewish couple called Rosenberg this was, perhaps, not the wisest of decisions. He told me he’d wanted to see for himself who these people really were. On finding out, he decided that Germany, the country for which he’d fought just a few years earlier, could no longer be considered home.

Millions of words have been written in an attempt to understand how ordinary Germans acquiesced in the mass extermination of the Jews. My family has a letter which, in just a few, illustrates to me one of the reasons: an unwillingness to stand up to and challenge authority and prejudice. It was written by a patient to the doctor who’d treated him for many years. The doctor was my grandfather. The patient explained that, from now on, he would like to enter the surgery by the back door so that he wouldn’t be seen. His letter concludes with a phrase expressing the sentiment: ‘I’m sure you’ll understand.’ In other words, I am happy to have a Jew treat me and save my life but I will take no risks myself by being associated with him. It was an attitude that contributed to the deaths of 6 million people and is a lesson which could, so easily, be forgotten unless we remind each new generation of what can and does happen when good men do nothing in the face of evil.

My grandparents did not burden me, as they would have seen it, with tales of the horrors of the Nazis or of war. Thanks to their decisiveness and a good deal of luck, their family escaped the Holocaust. Their stories, like those of so many of their generation, centred on the moments of light in their lives and not on what must have been long stretches of darkness.

Granny Susan used to recount how she’d had to smuggle their money out of the country by sewing it into a padded coat hanger and taking it to Italy by train. Discovery would have brought disaster. She tried to seem relaxed by making conversation with the young woman sitting next to her, who soon confided that her boyfriend, her ‘hot water bottle’, was very important – he was in the SS. Susan’s luck, and her nerve, held and, having got their affairs in as much order as they could, my grandparents collected the coat hanger and boarded a ship bound for China.

A doctor friend of my grandfather’s had told him there would be a job for him in a hospital in Manchuria in the north-east, but during the voyage they were warned by telegram that the region was no longer safe. Bernard and Susan had to make a choice between the ship’s two other stops, Saigon and Shanghai. They opted for Shanghai, a city known as an international melting pot for people running away from home, everyone from White Russians and European Jews to Britons who, for whatever reason, felt the need to escape Blighty. Like many of Shanghai’s refugees they began with nothing but prospered thanks to their own enterprise, the solidarity of the Jewish community and the opportunities offered by a city buzzing with the energy of twentieth-century Manhattan – or, indeed, twenty-first-century Shanghai.

My granny recalled how they learned of the outbreak of the war through radio. They had left Shanghai for a few days’ holiday in Japan when the manager of their hotel rushed into the dining room to interpret in English what he’d just heard on the wireless. ‘Chamberlain very sorry but have to declare war,’ he told them solemnly. The rather comic translation somewhat undermined the gravity of the announcement. When the hotel guests agreed that they should all head home at once my grandfather turned to my grandmother and asked: ‘Tell me, where is our home?’ It was clearly no longer the country of their birth. An encounter with a taxi driver confirmed that. Recognizing their German accents, he greeted them with a cheery ‘Heil Hitler!’

By the time they returned to Shanghai it was to a city first surrounded and then occupied by the Japanese army. One of the invaders’ first acts was to confiscate shortwave radios to cut off people’s access to foreign stations. Unwilling to give up the BBC and their only link to what was really happening in the world, the Rosenbergs hid their radio and huddled inside a cupboard to listen to it. My mother still remembers hearing the words ‘This is London’ and the opening bars of Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, which heralded the news. The rhythm of its first few notes spelled out the letter V in Morse code – dot-dot-dot-dash– a musical reference to Winston Churchill’s trademark ‘victory’ sign. My mother, though just a toddler, was being fed not just news you could trust but a little encrypted dose of British propaganda at the same time.

Just as it has been for her, the BBC news has always been part of the soundtrack to my life. As a child I awoke to the sound of Radio 4’s Today programme booming out of the bathroom as my dad pumped up the volume to hear it over the noise of his running bath. On returning home from school I would sit on the kitchen table, legs swinging, talking to my mum about my day with PM chattering in the background. Our conversations were punctuated by the never-ending saga of Britain on strike in the 1970s. I can still hear the angry voices of the then all-powerful miners’ leader Arthur Scargill and my namesake, Red Robbo, the trade unionist who helped to destroy what was left of the British car industry. I remember the hapless tone of prime minister Ted Heath, the avuncular reassurance of Jim Callaghan and the stridency of Margaret Thatcher.

Far more gripping to a schoolboy, though, was the extraordinary courtroom drama of the trial of Jeremy Thorpe, the former Liberal leader. Thorpe was accused, and eventually acquitted, of paying a man to shoot his gay ex-lover (in the event, the hitman ended up shooting his dog). Never before or since has British politics lived through a soap opera like it.

As a child I had my own window on the world in the shape of the first-ever children’s news bulletin, John Craven’s Newsround. Its presenter, editor and inspiration, John Craven – who, in my memory at least, always sported a bright yellow V-neck jumper over his shirt and tie – held the hands of my generation as he took us on a tour of what was happening around the globe. He did it in a way that was simple, engaging but never patronizing.

Each night, like families up and down the land, we had a regular appointment with the Nine O’Clock News. Once a week we would stay up to watch the new TV debate programme, Question Time, chaired by the curious but compelling Robin Day, memorable for his thick, black-rimmed specs, a bewildering range of bow ties, an asthmatic wheeze and what became his catchphrase after introducing the panel: ‘There they are, and here we go.’

Ours was not, though, a home of the news-obsessed – my parents weren’t journalists, nor were they involved in politics. Like millions of others, they simply took it for granted that you should know what was going on beyond your front door. It was an era in which you couldn’t switch on a 24-hour news channel, let alone surf the web, click on an app or tap your mobile to find out what had happened that day. You had to wait until the next bulletin told you. News was all the more exciting as a result.

I was hooked. Yet I did not dream then that I would go on to work with some of the reporters whose words so entranced me and I might never have done so had it not been for our one link with that world. When we tuned into Today, we were not merely listening to the day’s news and comment but also to Brian, my best friend’s dad, talking on the radio. From the age of eight to eighteen I was a regular visitor to Brian Redhead’s house, which was on my way home from school. There his son Will and I would sit on stools, eating chocolate cake and drinking milk, and I’d take a look at the Guardian and the Mail – two papers you rarely see together except in the house of a journalist. Brian, like my grandfather, wanted to know what other people thought. It didn’t matter who you were, what you did or how old you were. He believed that wisdom did not reside exclusively – or perhaps, in some instances, at all – in the minds of the great and the good. It was a delight for me to hear him refer to ministers and their opposite numbers as ‘berks’ while talking excitedly about the insights he’d gained from a conversation with a guard on a train or his neighbourhood butcher who, if memory serves me, also captained the local cricket team.

Brian loved a job which, as he put it, allowed him to ‘drop a word in the nation’s ear’. I was one of many captivated by his on-air style, a potent mix of terrier-like interviews, caustic asides and affectionate chatter about his cat and the long delays caused by roadworks on the M6 which brought him home from London to the north-west. Some of the ministers in Mrs Thatcher’s government were rather less enamoured of him. They even suspected that his jokes about being a member of the mythical organization ‘Friends of the M6’ were a coded attack on their spending cuts and revealed Brian’s true political sympathies. At a time when the north–south divide was widening, Brian spoke up for those who didn’t believe the north began at Hampstead Garden Suburb. Reading a weather forecast one morning, telling listeners it would be ‘brighter in the north than in the south’, he could not resist adding: ‘Like the people.’

Brian would tell and retell stories about his clashes with politicians when he and his wife Jenni came to dinner with my parents. My father, a natural Conservative, and Brian, who certainly was not, would work their way through a bottle of whisky while condemning ‘the idiots’ who, they both agreed, were decimating British manufacturing and impoverishing the north of England. Dad, an engineer by training and later the sales director of a metal company, joined Brian in lamenting the rise of lawyers, accountants and bankers and the decline of people with ‘proper jobs who actually make things’. Quite which category journalists belonged to was, sensibly, never discussed. As a teenager, I would return home from parties and be invited to join the debate – if they were not by then snoring boozily in their armchairs.

Years later, when I was asked by a newspaper interviewer about a line of questioning I’d pursued which had upset Tony Blair, I confessed, somewhat bolshily, to being ‘northern, arsey and confrontational’, a label that has followed me around ever since. Unwittingly, I now realize, I was describing not just myself but the man whose career I chose to follow.

Brian was my childhood inspiration as well as the father of the best friend I still mourn, Will Redhead. Will died along with another friend I still miss, James Nelson, in a terrible car crash which I only just survived. The accident happened in northern France at the beginning of what should have been a tour of Europe. Stop one was to have been my grandparents’ home in Lausanne.

After a last meal with Brian and Jenni in their London flat, Will, James and I set off in Will’s bright yellow VW Beetle for the coast and the cross-Channel ferry, filled with the sunny optimism and sense of freedom of teenagers who’d just finished their A-Levels and were embarking on a boys’ adventure. Little more than an hour after leaving Calais our car was involved in a head-on collision. The Beetle exploded in a ball of fire, killing both my friends instantly. I was trapped in the back of the two-door car, unable to make it to the front through the flames and, despite using all my force, to break any of the windows. I vividly remember concluding that there was, in fact, no way out. Yet somehow I escaped. To this day I do not know how – whether I was thrown out by an explosion or whether I found the strength to smash the glass. What I do know is that I am very lucky to be alive.

My luck did not come to an end on that stretch of road in northern France. Doctors later told me that if the French ambulance crew had taken me to a local hospital instead of a major intensive care unit I would have died. Inhaling so much smoke led my lungs to collapse and I could breathe only with the help of a ventilator. You take it for granted that medics strive to save lives as a matter of course. What I still marvel at is the extra commitment, dedication and love I received in that respiratory intensive care unit in Lille. I will never forget the generosity of the porter who, after I’d emerged from a week unconscious, delivered his tape recorder to my room along, he told me in broken English, with some tapes he thought I might enjoy; or the head nurse who insisted that my parents stayed in her flat rather than pay for a hotel; or my doctor, the charming and amusing Didier Dubois, who told them they could bypass hospital bureaucracy and contact him at any time of the day or night by first calling his brother who, as a family member, would always be put through to him.

After the French medical team had performed their magic I was flown by air ambulance back to Manchester to be transferred to a hospital nearer home where friends and family could visit and where communication did not depend on my schoolboy French or the halting English of the doctors and nurses in Lille. If ever I need to cheer myself up I remember the first words I heard on returning to British soil. They were uttered by a burly ambulance driver who stuck his head through the door of that little Cessna plane on the tarmac at Manchester airport and declared cheerily, ‘I’m Gerry from Bury and you’re going to be all right.’

I learned a great deal about real life in Manchester’s Withington hospital – no bad thing for a boy brought up in a wealthy, leafy Cheshire village. I learned about life’s pressures and absurdities from the man on my burns ward who’d sawed his way through the pipe leading to the gas meter in order to stop the bills clocking up and who had then lit a fag to admire his handiwork. I learned about its tragedies when the nurses asked me to help them convince a mother scarcely older than me that she, too, could recover from her burns. Unspoken between us was the terrible knowledge that what she would never recover from was losing both of her children in the fire that had consumed their home.

I even learned about politics. It was 1983, deep divisions were opening up in Britain and my month in Withington hospital coincided with a wave of strikes in the NHS. Even the nurses walked out, though not those in the Burns Unit, where patients’ lives were at risk. One day I asked the feisty and opinionated Glaswegian who cleaned my room every day to explain what the dispute was all about. After regaling me with a catalogue of the crimes of Thatcher and her government, the cuts and the contracting out, she regularly popped her head through my door to add other offences to the list.

Thanks to her, and to the other dedicated hospital staff, Gerry from Bury was proved right. I was ‘going to be all right’, save for a few scars. I was, though, forced to postpone going to university for a year so that I could pay regular visits to a burns clinic. I could not travel during my enforced gap year and had nothing to do. What filled the hiatus was, by a strange twist, the thing that my grandparents and Brian Redhead had taught me to love: radio.

After the accident, unsure what to do with my time, I wrote to local radio stations asking for some work experience. BBC Radio Manchester agreed that I could come in for two weeks. On my first day the news editor promptly sent me home. ‘Where’s your tie, laddie?’ he boomed. ‘What use would you be if the Queen came to Manchester today?’ I resisted the temptation to point out that we would probably know by now if Her Majesty was heading our way. As it was, the list of news stories was filled with altogether less significant matters. Nevertheless, it was an early lesson that the first job of any reporter is to find a way to fit in and get on with whoever you are sent to report on, whether that means putting on a tie or changing the way you speak. I am still teased at work and by my kids for adopting a Mancunian accent (don’t say ‘grarse’ as in ‘arse’, say ‘grass’ as in ‘ass’) whenever I pass Watford Junction. I sometimes wince listening back to my reports but I prefer it to the ever-so-faintly patronizing 1950s tones of some reporters forced to talk to ‘ordinary people out in the sticks’.

It was local radio that taught me the art of the vox pop: capturing the voice of the people. Vox pops – the short clips of people expressing their views on the day’s events as they do their shopping or rush for a train – are a staple part of the daily diet of any newsroom. The quieter the day, the more appetite there is for them to use up airtime. Vox-popping is the media’s equivalent of begging. You have to approach people you’ve never met, who don’t want to know you, and persuade them to give up their time and opinions for the amusement of others. They might be asked about great matters of state or, more often than not, about something of no real consequence at all. My first vox pop for BBC Radio Manchester sought to discover why people don’t use sun cream (don’t ask me – perhaps it was one of those few days when it stopped raining there). My task entailed stopping pretty girls, complimenting them on their tans and asking them whether they’d rubbed cream on their bodies. A result was when they giggled winningly into my tape recorder. It was tough work but someone had to do it.

Curiously, I learned much more about journalism when I left BBC Radio Manchester and went next to their local rival, Piccadilly Radio. I say curiously because Piccadilly was renowned for its pop-music output rather than its news. They were used to kids turning up who wanted to hand out stickers or dreamed of becoming DJs. When I arrived I turned away from the studios and the stars and made a beeline for the newsroom. If I’d turned the other way I might have got to know another local kid, Chris Evans, who, back in 1983, was helping out the station’s top DJ, Timmy Mallett. Our paths may have crossed briefly when I was invited to voice one of the characters on the Timmy on the Tranny show, on which Evans, in the guise of ‘Nobby Nolevel’, was a regular. I remain proud to this day of my brief but pivotal role as ‘Zak the Zit’.

In those days even commercial pop stations had to produce locally generated news and current affairs in large quantities to hold on to their licences. Piccadilly had a three-hour nightly talk show with the grand title of The World From the North West. The task of filling it five nights a week fell to the presenter, Jim Hancock, his producer Ian Walker and, for a few months, me. I might have been just out of school but I was keen, I could talk to people and, above all, I came absolutely free. I’m not sure Piccadilly had ever come across a kid quite like me. One week’s work experience soon stretched into month after invaluable month of on-the-job journalistic training.

Jim and Ian could have padded out their programme with phone-ins or blather about what was in the papers, but instead they sent me off round the city streets armed with a Uher, the radio reporter’s secret weapon – a portable recorder with clunky metal switches and chunky buttons and dials – and spools of brown recording tape to make mini-documentaries about Manchester’s Irish community, Britain’s road system and ‘the changing face of the family’. I interviewed ministers, ambassadors, businessmen and lots and lots of ‘real people’, as I soon learned they were patronizingly called by media types. The more interviews I could do the better, as the more time they would soak up. When I listen to those reports now my voice sounds unfamiliar, squeaky and self-consciously Mancunian, and the questions so very, very earnest.

It could all have been so different. The recent movie 24 Hour Party People is an embarrassing reminder that in the 1980s the world was indeed looking and listening to the north-west. Not, of course, to my worthy radio reports but to the music of Manchester. The Hacienda was fast becoming the most famous nightclub since Liverpool’s Cavern, home to the Beatles. It hosted The Smiths three times that year and Madonna’s first UK performance the next. I never went, choosing instead the polystyrene rocks and sticky dance floors of the cultural wasteland that was Rumours in nearby Stockport.

Having entirely missed the Manchester scene I took up a place at Oxford which been put on hold after my car accident. My university playground was the Oxford Union Debating Society. The union boasts that thirteen British prime ministers have been members or officers, including William Gladstone, who was one of its first presidents in 1830. Its success as a breeding ground for politicians in the UK and around the world may have something to do with the fact that its debates are run according to the same rules and conventions as the House of Commons. Speakers are not heard in respectful silence and can be interrupted – or intervened on – at any time. This represented an irresistible invitation to a cocky undergraduate and was perfect training for a career challenging politicians. My parents came to watch one debate and reacted with horror when I challenged Denis Healey, the former defence secretary, on his knowledge of NATO. They were relieved and delighted when he told them afterwards that I had been right and he had been wrong. This freedom to interrupt could, of course, work both ways. I still wince at the memory of Helen Suzman, the veteran anti-apartheid campaigner, intervening on a speech I was giving to deliver a crushing correction to an elementary error I had made about southern African politics.

The union not only liberated me from any fear of politicians, it was also where I got my first taste of live broadcasting. On one extraordinary night in March 1985 a student debate about the morality of nuclear weapons was beamed live across Australasia. The prime minister of New Zealand, David Lange, had chosen the union as the forum for a passionate defence of his nuclear-free policy, which led to the exclusion of American and Australian ships from New Zealand waters and risked his country’s most vital alliances. In his memoirs, Lange describes it as the most important speech he ever made. I was one of his opponents, which forced me to sit, somewhat reluctantly, with the leader of America’s moral majority, the TV evangelist Jerry Falwell, whose presence drew US television to the debate as well.

I can’t recall a word I said that night but I do remember the heightened sense of anticipation and interest – the teams gave pre-match interviews strolling around an Oxford quad – and I will never forget the thrill of taking part in a debate that really mattered, or Lange’s kindness to me at dinner afterwards. His passion, wit and grace in arguing for a cause he believed in left a lasting impression on me.

Debating highs were matched by journalistic lows. I tried and failed to set up a student radio station. Campus broadcasting was not common in the 1980s, and I never found my way through the thicket of bureaucracy necessary then but unthinkable now, in an age when the internet lets you broadcast to whom you like, to say what you like and at minimal cost. I did help launch a new student newspaper, portentously entitled The Sentinel, whose proprietor was a wealthy American graduate. Its aim was to ape the intelligence, breadth and depth of US newspapers like The New York Times and it had, as a result, almost no readers and ran to only one edition.

One of the enormous privileges of going to Oxford is that if you invite interesting and important people to come and speak there they often say yes. ITN’s Sandy Gall shared with a group of students his gripping tales of the mujahideen fighting Soviet forces in Afghanistan. If only we’d known then what we know now about how that would turn out. I also met Newsnight’s John Tusa when he came to Oxford to make a film about student politics. His producer invited me to London to see the programme being recorded and to watch that evening’s edition of Newsnight going out. I still recall shuddering as another of its early stars, Donald MacCormick, was told in his ear that the next item had fallen through and he needed to fill for ten further minutes. He had clearly reached the last question of the interview he was on but now had to dream up a whole lot more. Yes, I was horror-struck, but my overwhelming feeling was one of exhilaration.

The visit that influenced me the most, though, was that of Panorama’s Michael Cockerell, the pioneering scholar of television and politics. Cockerell had made a documentary called The Marketing of Maggie, which examined what we would now call the spinning of Margaret Thatcher: the voice training, the new hairstyle and the carefully planned photo opportunities. He brought to Oxford never before seen footage of Churchill’s TV screen test, to which we shall return later.

On leaving Oxford I applied to both the BBC and ITN to be a trainee journalist. ITN turned me down flat. At the BBC I got as far as the final interview (or what the corporation insists on calling a ‘board’). I went in believing that, above all, I needed to make a considered critique of BBC output which I could defend if challenged. I cited the treatment by the Six O’Clock News of the space shuttle disaster of February 1986, when, as millions watched in horror, the Challenger exploded 73 seconds after take-off, killing all seven astronauts on board, including the first schoolteacher to go into space. Telling the editor of the programme that his coverage of the tragedy had been too long and too mawkish, I ignored all the signals at the board, both verbal and those expressed by body language, that my stridently expressed views were beginning to grate. I suspect that the man from the newsroom had already faced the same criticism and didn’t much enjoy hearing it again. Whatever the case, I didn’t get the job. Luckily, the night before the application deadline I’d decided that, as a precaution, I’d throw in another form for another BBC traineeship. So it was that I became a trainee TV producer. It wasn’t the job I wanted but it was at the place I wanted to be.

At one time a BBC traineeship came with the same kind of status and mystique as being chosen to govern one of Her Majesty’s colonies. Trainees were the men and women hand-picked from thousands to preserve the corporation in all its magnificence to be passed on to another grateful generation. In my era we didn’t feel quite so privileged but we still began our careers with a grand tour of the BBC’s crown jewels. It was then that I was first able to see, as well as hear, someone utter those three potent words, ‘This is London,’ that had first sparked my love of broadcasting. At Bush House, the headquarters of the BBC World Service, I peered through a round porthole in the door of a tiny studio. Inside was an equally tiny Tamil man, chattering into a microphone in a language I couldn’t recognize, let alone understand. He was, we were told, something of a megastar on the Indian subcontinent, where his programme was listened to by 90 per cent of all Tamil men. The power and the responsibility of his position were awe-inspiring.

Our next stop was equally affecting. We were taken to an old stately home at Caversham, just outside Reading, the headquarters of a unique organization with a dull-sounding title: BBC Monitoring. Inside, in a huge room, were dozens of men and women wearing old black bakelite headphones, hunched over radio sets with huge dials. I was reminded of my grandfather gripping his radio set and searching for the World Service. Each had the job of listening in to a foreign radio station, staying alert for anything noteworthy or surprising and translating any interesting reports they picked up. In one enclave sat those who’d fled East Germany when the Berlin Wall was erected in 1961; in others were refugees from the Hungarian uprising of 1956 or those who had seen the Prague Spring crushed by the Soviet Union in 1968. There were still, if my memory serves me, some veterans whose families had fled Russia after the revolution in 1917. Each knew not just the language but the dialect and the slang of the country from which they were exiled. Today I can listen to hundreds of radio stations from around the globe on my iPad. Back then, that room was the only spot where you could monitor what ordinary people across the world were hearing. It was a magical place.

Caversham was not there for the fun of it, of course. It had been founded in the early days of the Second World War by a man who, like my grandparents, was a refugee from Berlin. Vladimir Rubinstein spoke Russian, French, German, English and Hebrew more or less perfectly and could get by in a number of other languages. The War Office realized that they could glean as much useful intelligence from domestic radio as from intercepting military communications, so Victor and his team listened in to German, Russian, French and Italian radio broadcasts. Ernst Gombrich, the German Jewish art historian, and the Russian philosopher Victor Frank wore specially extended headsets so that they could play table tennis while one monitored Radio Berlin and the other eavesdropped on Radio Moscow.

Years later, in 1962, when the Cuban missile crisis reached its climax, the Russian president Nikita Khrushchev is said to have broadcast his effective capitulation on a domestic radio channel, knowing full well that it would be monitored at Caversham and relayed instantly to the White House. The year before my visit the monitors at Caversham had listened in for a change to sombre music to confirm that Soviet leader Konstantin Chernenko had finally died.

Our guide that day boasted that all sorts of organizations from around the world, including the Chinese embassy, subscribed to the Summary of World Broadcasts, the telephone directory-sized report published daily. ‘How much do you charge?’ I asked, somewhat surprised that we sold this irreplaceable intelligence at all. The answer was £100.

‘A day?’ I inquired.

‘Oh no, a year.’

Only at the BBC and only in Britain could people so undervalue such a unique resource. It sells for rather more than that these days.

My BBC traineeship lasted two years and involved a series of three-month stints on different programmes across the whole range of the BBC’s output and outposts. Some you got to choose; others chose you. My first posting was at BBC1’s Crimewatch. It was a programme I don’t think I’d ever watched and I was faintly puzzled as to why anyone would. On arriving in the office I was told to go and buy a toothbrush: I would be going away for a few days to help make a dramatized reconstruction of the tragic ‘Babes in the Wood’ murder. Two little girls, Karen Hadaway and Nicola Fellows, aged nine and ten, had been abducted, sexually assaulted and found dead in a park near Brighton. The horrific case was gripping the nation just as the Soham murders did almost sixteen years later. The hope was that our film would jog the memories and the consciences of those who might help to identify their killer.

My job, fresh out of university and with no experience of journalism, let alone policing, was to read all the statements taken by the police in order to propose what we could film that might help the investigation. By three in the morning I had identified a number of areas where the statements appeared to produce contradictory evidence – for example, three people had reported sightings of the girls at the same time but in different places. It might help, I thought, if we could find other witnesses so that a clear timeline could be established. I pointed this out to my producer, who told the police officer in charge. He reacted with amazement, summoning all his officers into the room to hear what I’d ‘discovered’. It soon became clear that I was the only person who had actually read all of the statements. The police team had been split into two but Team A had apparently not yet compared its work with Team B’s. To this day the murderer of those two girls has not been brought to justice. I wish I could say I was surprised.

There were lighter moments, though they were just as revealing. On the night that one Crimewatch programme was broadcast I was one of those manning the phones when viewers called in with information about the crimes featured. Puzzlingly, the phones began to ring before the programme even began. I had been taught exactly how to handle the calls and how to write down what I heard – these were, after all, potential witnesses in serious criminal cases. One call came from a doctor in Worthing who named the person responsible for the crime after seeing the programme trailer. ‘Can I ask how you are so sure?’ I asked him. ‘My wife’s a medium,’ he told me. Another was from a girl who sounded very angry. She described the assailant in detail. When I inquired how she could be so certain this was the murderer, she memorably replied: ‘ ’Cos he’s a fucker and I fucking hate him.’

Best of all, though, was the call from a woman who said she could identify one of the men we were seeking.

‘I saw him driving the van,’ she told me.

‘What colour was it?’

‘Blue.’

The van in our reconstruction was white.

‘Where did you see it?’

‘Eastbourne.’

The van had been in Aberdeen.

‘What did he look like?’

‘He had black hair.’

Our man was ginger.

I asked, ever so politely, ‘What makes you think that this is the man we’re looking for?’

‘He had a funny look.’

I was delighted to be posted to John Craven’s Newsround, which I’d watched as a child. Writing short scripts that a seven-year-old would understand was perhaps the toughest journalistic challenge I’ve ever faced. One day in October 1987 I spent many hours writing and rewriting the story of what became known as Black Monday, trying to explain simply not just the stockmarket crash but what the stock-market was. The Middle East peace process was equally testing. When I was asked to interview a man about tortoises in the Blue Peter garden I was grateful for some light relief.

In August of that year news emerged of a horrific massacre in the little town of Hungerford in Berkshire, where a man called Michael Ryan had gunned down sixteen people, including his own mother, and injured another fifteen before turning the gun on himself. These days such dramatic, and thankfully rare, news would immediately be spread on Twitter or the 24-hour news channels, but back then the BBC had a straight choice between breaking it on Newsround – the next scheduled bulletin – or asking the TV newsroom to produce a special news flash. I watched in awe as John persuaded his BBC bosses that he should be trusted with covering the massacre rather than allowing the ‘grown-up’ news to take over his slot. After all, he argued, thousands of children would be watching in any case, having tuned in to see Newsround, and he knew how to tell them the story in a way that would limit their distress.

In the general election that year Newsround secured a larger audience than the specially extended Nine O’Clock News. It’s just possible that viewers found its storytelling easier to understand and, frankly, less dull. It was a lesson I’ve never forgotten: not that you should treat everyone like children, but that if you don’t engage people, whatever their age, or you assume too much knowledge, they will quickly switch off.

Another educational experience was Britain’s first-ever five-day-a-week chat show, The Pamela Armstrong Show, which was broadcast from the BBC’s Pebble Mill studios in Birmingham. It was not a programme I’d chosen but it proved again that you often learn the most when working outside your comfort zone. The show had many hours of airtime to fill, a fact that was probably obvious to anyone watching it. Those of us making it, however, had a ball. There was the usual mix of plugs for books, TV shows and plays and ‘celebrity’ interviews. One of my first jobs was producing a cookery item with the formidable septuagenarian Fanny Cradock, the Delia or Nigella of her day. Fanny was a regular on chat and game shows but had been absent from our screens for some time after the death of her beloved husband Johnnie. Her return was not without its problems. We had been warned that Fanny had always liked a drop of the cooking brandy. What we hadn’t anticipated was how alarmingly the pans would shake whenever she picked them up. At the rehearsals, seeing disaster ahead, I suggested to Fanny that the viewers would enjoy it more if we showed her teaching Pamela Armstrong how to cook. She spotted my ruse and protested that she’d never been so insulted in her life. I last saw her being carried off the set by burly security guards.

What filled Fanny’s time slot I can’t recall. It may have been one of the show’s harder-edged items, which included the sorry tale of posties bitten by dogs (I had to find the victims) and prostitutes who refused to use condoms despite the threat of AIDS (you’ve guessed it: I had to find the prostitutes). Pamela Armstrong marked the end of my days as a talk-show producer. As I say, sometimes it is the worst programmes that teach you the most, and I’m sure my colleagues on one so poor it was dropped after its first series would agree: among them were the current head of ITV Entertainment, the editor of The Archers, the director of Miranda, one of the founders of the Mumsnet website and the man in charge of commissioning all BBC Entertainment shows.

My last stop as a trainee was on the Sunday lunchtime political programme This Week Next Week. The editor was a charismatic showman who wore bright red braces and began each week’s team meeting by demanding that we bid for interviews with guests ranging from the prime minister to the Pope. On being turned down by Downing Street and, memorably, the Vatican, we all too often ended up with a junior minister at the Department of the Environment. It was here, though, that I got my first taste of the adrenaline rush that comes with a successful political interview.

In March 1988 Margaret Thatcher was struggling behind the scenes with her chancellor, Nigel Lawson, over the control of economic policy and, in particular, his policy of setting interest rates so that the pound would shadow the Deutschmark (these were the days before the creation of the Euro and before politicians lost control of interest rates). When Lawson had to abandon the policy under pressure from the markets his boss ostentatiously uttered unhelpful remarks about the futility of restraining the pound. I researched, planned and plotted the interview he then gave to the host of This Week Next Week, Vivian White.

‘It wasn’t just the press who addressed themselves to the exchange rate in public, it was the prime minister and First Lord of the Treasury herself. Did she devalue your office by speaking about the exchange rate in public as she did?’ White asked.

‘I don’t think she devalued my office,’ Lawson answered. ‘But I think one needs to be very careful about how one talks about these matters in public.’

‘Was she?’

‘That incident was unfortunate but that’s now behind us.’

The interview proved that politicians couldn’t control the pound. It fell 3 pfennigs when the markets opened the following day. The tension between Number 11 and Number 10 was there for all to see. It would lead, eventually, to the chancellor’s resignation and the fall of the prime minister. Having experienced at first hand the impact an interview could make I wanted to do more.

This may sound as if, for me, political journalism is about catching out, tripping up or embarrassing a politician. It is not. It is, however, about exposing publicly what many know to exist privately: tension between colleagues, policy contradictions or a failure to have thought through a policy clearly. The job I did then, and to a large extent still do now, is to identify those problems and seek to bring them to light.

The BBC created a new Sunday lunchtime programme, On the Record, to do just that. Having completed my two years as a trainee, I applied to join the team and was given my first real job, as an assistant producer. My responsibilities included researching and planning the interviews conducted each week by Jonathan Dimbleby with a leading politician and helping to make short films about topical political issues. I still remember my delight at getting my first scoop which, like so much in journalism, involved asking the right people the right questions and a bucketful of luck.

I was making a film about Labour’s approach to Tory trade union laws – a policy review set up by the then party leader, Neil Kinnock, was debating whether to pledge to reverse them, as most union leaders wanted, or to accept them, as he believed was necessary. Knowing none of the figures involved, I scanned the list of members of the review team, looking for a union likely to be sympathetic to the leadership, picked one of its two representatives, dialled his phone number with some trepidation and explained who I was and what I was doing. His response was completely unexpected. ‘I suppose you’d like the minutes of all the meetings?’

I laughed nervously, assuming this was my new contact’s idea of a joke, and suggested that we might meet for a drink, or even a bite to eat. ‘There’s no need for that,’ he said. ‘Just send over a bike and I’ll put the lot in a brown envelope.’

It was that simple, though I don’t imagine I made that clear to my editor at the time. A few days later the hapless Michael Meacher, then Labour’s employment spokesman, sat in our studio watching in horror as my film revealed that the first meeting of his policy review had agreed to scrap all Tory trade union laws, the second had voted to keep them, the third to scrap them … and so on, depending on who bothered to turn up to which meeting. He sat with his head in his hands. I looked on with a smile on my face. I can’t recall any politician ever being quite so obliging since.

Our studio interviews involved meticulous preparation. They were long – twenty minutes or so – and usually focused on a single subject rather than, as all too often happens nowadays, a shopping list of items from the news. Before briefing Jonathan I would read all the interviewee’s recent speeches, talk to officials, colleagues and rivals and get the advice of policy experts. The interview briefs I helped to prepare would go through many different versions before Jonathan tried out different lines of questioning with me and other colleagues standing in for the interviewee. If we could waffle for hours we’d wasted our time. If we were stumped or had to think, rather than trotting out a standard party line, we knew we’d got something worth pursuing. Our aim was to examine an idea, not to engage in gladiatorial combat with a politician or simply to get a clip on that evening’s news. In a business where big egos are taken for granted, Jonathan Dimbleby was remarkably tolerant and generous in allowing a twenty-two-year-old novice to attempt first to shred and then to rewrite his questions.

This was a time when politics could scarcely have been more interesting. Labour had started the long process of reform and modernization that would eventually lead to Tony Blair matching Margaret Thatcher’s electoral domination. Meanwhile, her government was dividing the country with its radical plan to privatize water, electricity and gas but, above all, with the introduction of the poll tax, and the Conservative party, riven by divisions over Europe, was girding itself to remove the most successful leader it had ever had – a decision that would open wounds which would not heal for many years to come and result in the slow and painful death of John Major’s government.

These were also the days when the divisions of postwar Europe ended, Soviet communism failed and the city in which my grandparents grew up was finally reunited. As a student I had visited Berlin and stood on a viewing platform overlooking the wall that had separated not just a city but an entire continent since its erection in 1961. I visited the museum at Checkpoint Charlie which told the heroic and tragic stories of those who’d managed to flee and those who’d been shot in the attempt and left to bleed to death. In November 1989 I was lucky enough to be sent to make a film about the fall of the Berlin Wall. I stood on top of it with thousands of young Germans, singing and cheering and dancing, watched by bemused East German soldiers below. Days before, they would have been under orders to shoot anyone who joined them in what was known as no man’s land. I will never forget the moment when those orders were put to the test. Someone jumped. Everyone froze. Nobody could be certain what would happen next. The boy who’d dared to cross the wall held out a hand with a flower in it. The soldiers paused. Then one of them took it and smiled. The wall erupted in cheering and applause. The division of Europe was at an end, the legacy of the Second World War finally over.

At Panorama, my next career move, I was able to explore some of the other extraordinary changes taking place in the world as well as to carry on covering the ongoing drama of British politics in the early 1990s. As Britain’s longest-running current affairs programme, it had been compulsory viewing for an older generation and regularly provoked huge rows, often about programmes no one had yet seen. During my time there I learned how to handle angry chief executives who felt they and their companies were being traduced, the royal family, whose flunkies were nervous of any debate about the future of the monarchy, and even an interview with a prime minister, to which we will return later, that could never be broadcast in Scotland thanks to a court injunction.

It was also my first exposure to what were euphemistically known as the Troubles in Northern Ireland. I was asked to meet two remarkable people, Colin and Wendy Parry, whose twelve-year-old son had just been blown up by a bomb left in a litter bin on a shopping street in Warrington, not far from my family home. They wanted to know why their son had died and were willing to make a film about it. I sat in their house, often close to tears, as they talked about Tim, and I told them of my own experience of losing my closest friends. I wondered whether it was fair to expose them to the pressures not merely of making a documentary but of confronting people who believed their son’s death was a necessary part of the struggle for a free Ireland. Colin and Wendy had never been to Northern Ireland, or to the south, for that matter, and knew nothing of the country’s politics. Over the next few weeks they met republicans and loyalists, American fundraisers for the IRA and the president of Ireland. They made a film of insight and quiet dignity which drew the biggest audience ever for a piece on a subject that had millions reaching for the off button.fn1 If I could only ever have made one television programme, that would be the one I’d choose.

Another Panorama on Northern Ireland, which asked whether the government ought to be having talks with the IRA, revealed a great deal about how politics really works. Although at the time ministers insisted, as they always do, that they would never speak to terrorists, the suspicion was that an arm’s-length dialogue of some kind was already taking place. I advised our reporter to ask the Northern Ireland secretary, Patrick Mayhew, every possible variant of the key question to reduce his wriggle room. The last, as I recall, went something like: ‘Have you at any time sanctioned anyone on your behalf, though not necessarily under your control, to make contact with people who might be in touch with the IRA leadership?’ Despite our best efforts it appeared to produce nothing. On the eve of the programme going out I received a phone call from the minister’s press secretary. We needed to ‘freshen up the interview’, he said.

I told him this was not a concept I was familiar with, and asked whether what he really meant was that we should do the whole thing again. Guessing what was behind this nebulous requirement, I shouted down the phone: ‘You’re bloody talking to them, aren’t you?’

‘Well, all I can tell you is that there is an important development in the story emerging soon.’

‘How big is it on the Richter scale?’

‘Around a twelve.’

I pointed out that there were only ten points on the Richter scale.

‘I know that.’

The Observer was about to reveal that the government had indeed been talking, albeit indirectly, to the IRA. We had an entirely new programme to make. We rushed back to the tapes of our interview, assuming that Mayhew had lied to us and as a result might have to resign if it was aired. His final answer to our question had been to declare: ‘If, of course, we were to receive a message saying something like “the conflict is over”, we would, of course, have to consider …’ When we had first heard it we thought he was giving himself a
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