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  Introduction


  In the ears of a long-serving BBC lifer allowed out into the community on parole, the pronoun I always has a mildly indecent feeling to it. That is the one
  word that never appears in the BBC reporters dictionary, said one of my stuffier editors to me in 1969; it faintly crossed my mind to use one or two other words to him which
  werent in the dictionary either, but I decided not to. Instead, I nodded ingratiatingly. And the older I get, the more I find I agree with him.


  A certain calm, impersonal tone is still, after all these years, characteristic of the Corporation; just as much as when, in the late 1960s, a veteran BBC correspondent emerged from the jail
  cell in Salisbury (now, of course, Harare) where he had been thrown by the particularly unpleasant Rhodesian Special Branch and got to a telephone. He put across an understandably enraged dispatch
  describing his treatment.


  Now, now, came the reproving voice of the foreign duty editor across the line. Remember: this is the BBC.


  The correspondent re-recorded his report in calmer and less personal terms, and it had far more force that way.


  There have been various times over the last three decades when I have had occasion to hear that voice in my head, and changed what I had been intending to write. In a world where everyone seems
  to be shouting at you and trying to manipulate your emotions and thoughts, the quieter, calmer, less egocentric tone seems to come across better.


  That, at any rate, is what I tell myself; yet I dont think I have ever written the word I so often in my entire life as I have in the series of three autobiographical books
  which I have clumped together under the title Out To The Undiscovered Ends. The first (Strange Places, Questionable People) was an account of my life; the second (A Mad
  World, My Masters) was a book about my travels; and this, the third, is a look at the business I have been in for virtually my entire adult life: the
  broadcasting of international news. It still feels faintly immoral, somehow. I first started planning this book in the early summer of 2001, when it would have focused partly on the fall of
  Slobodan Milosevic and the revolution the year before. Soon afterwards, though, the attack on the Twin Towers in New York and the Pentagon in Washington took place, and I found myself deeply
  involved in the BBCs coverage of the war in Afghanistan which followed.


  As a way of illustrating the way in which we cover news events for television nowadays, I have gone into some detail about the three months of travelling and struggle which led up to our
  reporting of the fall of Kabul in November 2001: one of the more exciting events which I have been fortunate enough to witness. As with my previous books, this one is mostly based on stories and
  anecdotes. I didnt want to write a how to be a television correspondent book, though you could probably work out how to do it simply by doing the opposite of everything I have
  done. This isnt a handbook, then; its simply intended to explain, as honestly as I am able, what really happens behind the scenes in television news.


  In order to do that, I have traced the history of television journalism back to its origins in newspaper reporting and cinema newsreels. It has not always been a particularly noble inheritance,
  but it has left its mark clearly on our ways of doing things. The more we realize that, the better we can understand ourselves and our craft.


  The fall of Kabul marked the point at which the BBC emerged finally as the dominant force in international television broadcasting. I have sought to provide a rather different picture of the BBC
  and its achievements from the one you might have gathered from the British press. Its my firm belief that the BBC, far from being in decline and depressing its standards to satisfy the
  demands of the lowest common denominator, has in fact entered a new golden age of achievement; and I have done what I can to point out why you shouldnt necessarily believe it when you are
  told from all quarters how debased the BBC has become.


  But I have tried to be honest, both about the BBC and about myself; if not, what reason would there be for anyone to think that I would be honest in my reporting? I have looked at the political
  pressures on the BBC, and the way it has coped with them over the years; and I have addressed the question to which so many people think they know the answer:
  does the BBC take an editorial line on the big questions of the day? Its the kind of book that wont make me any friends, but which I felt ought to be written.


  The Afghan theme runs right through it, from beginning to end. The months which led up to the capture of Kabul were a hard but deeply satisfying time for me. I worked with some of the best
  colleagues and companions anyone could have, under conditions of great difficulty and occasional privation. Unfortunately the companion I would most have wanted with me couldnt be there. My
  wife Dee, who works as the producer of the News 24/BBC World programme Simpsons World, had obtained all the necessary visas to come to Pakistan and on to Afghanistan with me, and had
  even assembled the entire wardrobe: headscarves, long sleeves, shapeless dresses. Then we had a call from South Africa to say that there was serious illness in the family, and we felt she had to go
  there instead. It was hard for both of us.


  So Dee, whose professional life is as closely involved with mine as our personal lives are, was an absentee for much of the action of this book. There may well be other absentees, whom I have
  left out through stupidity or absent-mindedness: for that I apologize sincerely. In writing about my colleagues  always a dangerous proceeding  I have had to omit all sorts of people,
  especially in the section where I talk about good writing and good on-screen reporting. I know how hurtful it can be to find you have been left out of such lists, and I would particularly ask my
  colleagues not to regard this as any kind of criticism: my examples were chosen with the instinct of a magpie, not with the intention of compiling a definitive account. I would dearly have liked to
  include excellent reporting material from the many people I admire in television companies other than the BBC, but found this impossible.


  Other people have been left out of my previous books with less excuse. In Strange Places, Questionable People I foolishly made no mention of the distinguished journalist and academic Ian
  Hargreaves, who played an essential part in rebuilding BBC television-and-radio journalism in 1988. That failure I have addressed in this book. I havent been able to do anything about an
  inexcusable mistake of mine in A Mad World, My Masters, when I wrote about a trip I made to Latin America and got one cameraman mixed up with another. It
  should have been my good friend Nick Walker, and I humbly apologize to him. It always seems to be the best and nicest people one makes mistakes about.


  I started writing this book in December 2001, in the room in the cottage on the Natal coast where Alan Paton wrote Cry, the Beloved Country, in the forlorn hope that some of the magic
  might rub off on me. But although that hasnt happened, there are plenty of people other than the shade of Paton who do deserve my thanks: my PA and sister-in-law, Gina Nelthorpe-Cowne, for
  making my complex professional life run smoothly at last, and doing it so pleasantly; her husband Mark, who stayed up almost all night working on the cover to this book; Katie Pearson, who did a
  great deal of the research; Louise Coletta, who chased up all sorts of facts and pictures for me; Phil Goodwin, who took several of the photographs; Mark Starowicz, whose research on the history of
  newsreels I relied on heavily; Vin Ray and Tira Shubart, whose advice and help I am most grateful for; Richard Sambrook, who was as relaxed and rational about this book as about my others; Adrian
  Van Klaveren, who has always been patient, kind and understanding; Malcolm Downing and Jonathan Baker, good and supportive friends throughout the incidents I describe in this book; Dominic Lawson
  and Robin Gedye of the Sunday Telegraph, who let me have time off from writing my column to write it. Georgina Morley remained impressively calm despite the lateness of the manuscript, and
  my agent Julian Alexander, to whose advice I owe a great deal, was a splendidly diplomatic go-between. As ever, I owe great thanks to Philippa McEwan and the rest of the Macmillan people for being
  so supportive. As I told them at a recent conference, I bless the day that Julian and I decided to switch to their publishing house. And, finally, I should like to express my affection for the
  Corporation, Auntie herself, who has been remarkably tolerant of her wayward nephew for so many years.


  My delightful and resourceful wife Dee was of course unfailing throughout the whole enterprise, and came up with some excellent ideas, many of which took shape in this finished version.


  Fortunately, at long last, she has been able to come here with me. I take her to the nicest places.


  Kabul, June 2002
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  A Short Walk to Kabul


  Kabul: Tuesday 13 November 2001


  The city lay below us, as vulnerable as an oyster on the half-shell.


  Kabul, at last. Standing there in the chilly November dawn, with my flak jacket weighing heavily on me, I couldnt take my eyes off it. For the past three months I had been directing
  almost every thought, every effort, to getting back there.


  I had last been in the city three months earlier, in September 2001, just before the attacks on the World Trade Center in New York and the Pentagon in Washington. Then, on 9 September, the
  Taliban ordered me out and I left, even though they were so disorganized that I could probably have stayed on for a while. It wasnt the finest decision I have ever made. Having been in the
  right place and left it unnecessarily, I felt that I had something to prove to myself.


  Now, after all this waiting, Kabul was only a short walk away.


  But there was a problem: the Northern Alliance army with which we had travelled had been ordered to stop there on the outskirts of the city, rather than enter it. It was clear to me that we
  would have to disobey these orders and head down into Kabul, even though it was still occupied by the Taliban and their foreign allies, Al Qaida. Would my BBC companions come with me? After living
  alongside them for so many weeks, I felt pretty certain they would. But it might be risky.


  A tough-looking Northern Alliance soldier stood in the roadway, with a red scarf tied round his head and an RPG-7 rocket grenade-launcher cradled in his arms. His back was to Kabul, his face
  towards us. He had orders not to let anyone pass. And yet he wasnt the main obstacle; that was the man in charge of the Northern Alliance advance on Kabul, General Gul Haidar. He had been
  told by his political bosses that after smashing through the Taliban front line he must halt his men at the gates of Kabul and allow a trained force of policemen to
  enter the city to restore law and order there. The Northern Alliance didnt want a repeat of the street-by-street fighting which went on in Kabul when the mujaheddin were in charge of it last
  time. No one else  us included  would be allowed in.


  Gul Haidar was a pleasant, noisy, ebullient man in his early forties, short and bulky, with a rolling walk like a sailor going down a village high street. He probably had the walk even before he
  lost his leg to a landmine. When the mad dash of the Northern Alliance to the gates of Kabul was halted, a few minutes earlier, we filmed him haranguing his men, shouting at them and warning that
  if any of them disobeyed him and headed into Kabul he would kill them. Sulkily, they agreed.


  But we werent Gul Haidars men. We were free agents, and all we had to do was persuade him to let us pass. After that, we would see if the Taliban would fire on us as we entered the
  city. I thought probably not, as long as they could see we were journalists and unarmed: but there was no way of finding out, except to try it.


  I looked round. In the glorious reds and oranges of dawn, arching over us, the vehicles of the Northern Alliance were halted awkwardly all round. We were standing in an open, desert area, where
  the road went down between some low hills and revealed Kabul below us. It was chilly, and we needed our flak jackets for warmth rather than protection against enemy fire. There was no enemy fire
  anyway; and we hadnt heard any since the battles of the previous day. Up here, the Taliban had vanished altogether, except for those who were lying dead in the road. The rest were presumably
  down there in Kabul.


  There were eight of us from the BBC altogether, and apart from Anthony Loyd from The Times and a freelance photographer, Seamus Murphy, who had been living alongside us for the previous
  month, I could only see three other journalists: Tony Davis, a wise and wiry Australian who knew the country well and had been a useful source of ideas and advice for me over the past few weeks;
  and the attractive and dashing Barbara Jones from the Mail on Sunday, plus her large, bearded American photographer. Seven Brits, an Irishman, an Australian, an Afghan, a Singapore Chinese
  and two Americans. Maybe, in the tailback of Northern Alliance vehicles, there were other journalists; there were stories about a French photographer  though
  in my experience there always are stories like that. The worlds media had gathered in Afghanistan for the culmination of the entire campaign, but we were the only ones on hand now that the
  key moment had arrived.


  It wasnt just chance. All of us had shared a determination to be there first, rather than to keep with the herd, and we had each in our way sacrificed everything to that determination. In
  the case of the BBC people, plus Loyd and Murphy, we had lived rough for an entire month in a dirty, cold, shattered building close to the front line which had been used for years as a public
  latrine. To be here now represented our reward for all that.


  A small red car came screaming up the hill in low gear from the direction of Kabul. It had taken several bullets  in the doors, through the roof. It stopped close to us, and a familiar
  dark hairy head poked through the window on the drivers side: Hajji Bari, the Northern Alliance commander who had been our landlord throughout the previous month. He had been trying to
  negotiate the surrender of the Taliban in Kabul, and it didnt look as though hed had much luck.


  Hajji was the BBCs secret weapon in this whole enterprise. It was an extraordinary piece of good fortune to have linked up with him. Even the fact of paying him so much money for the
  privilege of living in his disgusting building counted in our favour now. We had nicknamed him Hajji Dollar, but he had consistently looked after us, and made absolutely sure we were with him and
  the rest of the Northern Alliances spearhead force on this mornings mad dash to Kabul. He even gave us his official jeep to make sure no one would stop us.


  Instead of his jeep, therefore, he had been driving the little red car; and as Gul Haidars second-in-command, he had driven it down the hill into Kabul about twenty minutes earlier, alone
  except for a single guard, to see if he could ensure a peaceful entry into the city for the Northern Alliance. The bullet holes were the Talibans response. Hajji was lucky to have escaped
  with his life, and his eyes were as red as the bodywork with fatigue and fury.


  So now we knew what to expect. I turned to the rest of the BBC team: would they, even so, take a walk with me into the city?


  I had been fortunate enough to have the services of two cameramen on this trip. One was Peter Jouvenal, the doyen of Afghan combat journalists: an
  impressive-looking ex-army man constructed along the general lines of a Victorian explorer-adventurer. I knew what his response would be, because I had been with him on so many other visits to
  Afghanistan. It was Jouvenal who, against all common sense, accompanied me to Kabul in 1989 when the Communists were in power and the people who smuggled us into the city claimed to have
  infiltrated the secret police there. They had, but it was a close call. Jouvenal was a careful man, and didnt take silly risks; but I couldnt imagine him waving me goodbye as I headed
  off down the hill alone.


  No point in getting killed, he said as he thought it through.


  Absolutely not. But if we walk down there theyll see we arent Northern Alliance, and they might not fire at us.


  I could see he was tempted. He had often told me about being in the lead helicopter into Kabul in 1992 when the mujaheddin captured the city from the pro-Communist forces. If he comes with me
  now, I thought, he can make it a set.


  I cast around for a way of clinching it, and realized that Joe Phua was standing near us: he was the other cameraman working with me. I had come to like and admire Phua immensely. He belonged to
  a famous clan of Singapore Chinese television news cameramen: his uncles, cousins and father were all in the business. He had come close to death a couple of weeks ago, when a Taliban missile
  landed right beside his car; but characteristically he kept on filming. I knew what he was going to say, even before I asked him.


  Sure, no problem.


  Yet there was a problem: a serious one. A week or so before, while clambering through a window, Joe had fallen and injured his ankle. It got so bad that we had to call in the local Afghan
  bone-setter several times to sort it out. Joe had been hobbling around ever since, filming away; nothing could stop him. I had been feeding him with the ferocious painkillers my doctor had given
  me, and he insisted he was feeling fine. But there was no way of knowing with Joe; was he really up to a long, fast walk carrying his gear, with Taliban gunmen prepared to open fire on him?


  I looked at him as he stood there, tall and rangy, a scarf tied round his head like a pirate from the South China Sea. I honestly didnt think his ankle
  could take it; but I knew hed be devastated if I ordered him to stay behind. And hed probably follow us down the road anyway, which wouldnt do anyone any good.


  Then there was Kate Clark, the BBC Kabul correspondent who had been thrown out by the Taliban the previous March because of her reporting. That, of course, was a badge of honour, and yet Kate
  had something to prove too. Kabul was her patch, and she was determined to get back there with or without the approval of the Taliban. The reason I had been in Kabul at the beginning of September
  was to try to persuade them to accept her back. They refused point-blank. So the only way she would be able to return to her office was with the help of the Northern Alliance army. She had endured
  the hardships of Hajji Baris boarding house near the front line for an entire month, and she certainly wasnt planning to go back there tonight. She, I knew, would come with us.


  Peter Emmerson, standing close to her, checking his recording equipment, was a BBC radio engineer whose skills  diplomatic and journalistic as well as technical  had brought him
  considerable seniority in the BBC. A quiet, peaceable man in his early forties, with a neatly trimmed beard which reminded me slightly of Napoleon IIIs, he nevertheless hinted at another
  side of his personality by driving a sky blue Morgan when he was in London. Not that he was in London much. He was always travelling for the BBC to the big international news stories and he
  didnt just choose the easy ones that involved staying in five-star hotels. Peter was here in Afghanistan because he wanted to be; and beneath the greying beard and the gentle, slightly
  nerdish engineers appearance there was real grit. No doubt about him.


  Nearby, recording the sounds of the occasion on his tape recorder, microphone held high above his head, was the correspondent for domestic radio, Ian Pannell. Thirtyish, pleasant and well read,
  he typified the new BBC. In the distant past we used to appoint tough, assertive people to the job of reporter, but gradually we found that those who stayed the course better were not the big,
  swaggering egos but thoughtful, reflective, intelligent people with a touch of irony and a good sense of humour. Pannell was just such a one. He was a good quarter-century younger than me, but I
  had enjoyed his companionship greatly over the previous month; even at the worst and most uncomfortable of times he had been cheerful and amusing. He had a young
  family back in London, and I felt I must ask him to think carefully before he agreed to come down into the city. No shame would attach to anyone who felt on reflection that it wasnt a good
  idea, I told him. I was wasting my breath. Before I had half finished the sentence he was nodding vigorously.


  No doubts, either, about the last-but-one member of the team. John Jennings was a completely different character from the rest of us, with a completely different background. He wasnt even
  employed by the BBC. He was an American freelance writer, a former member of the US Marine Corps, who nowadays worked in an ER unit at a New York hospital. I knew him through Jouvenal: he used to
  live in Peshawar, on the North-West Frontier of Pakistan, and was an expert on Afghan politics. He spoke good Dari, and had been our translator when we hunted down an Afghan warlord who was
  responsible for many crimes and had come to settle in, of all places, Mitcham in south-west London. Jennings was an ideal member of the team. He could translate for us, and if we got hurt he could
  patch us up.


  The final member of the group was our Afghan translator, Khalil. Kate Clark had bumped into him in the street in a little town we passed through on our way southwards from the Tajikistan border
  a month ago. Khalil was a medical student whose studies had been brought to an end by the arrival in power of the Taliban. His English was pretty good, and he had a relaxed and easy way about him
  which meant he never grumbled about the privations and dangers of working on the front line. He would certainly come with us now. I looked at him: he nodded.


  Eight of us, and we were all in agreement. Having come so far, and stuck together so long, no one felt like dropping out. But there was the slight problem of the armoured personnel carrier
  parked across the road, and the man with the RPG-7 who had orders not to let anyone pass. There had been, it was true, a certain leakage from the Northern Alliance forces gathered there at the
  entrance to the city. Every now and then you could see individual soldiers wrapping their long patous, their dun-coloured blankets, around themselves and slipping past the sentry down the
  road into the city. Perhaps they were Kabulis who were planning to lose themselves in the crowds and quietly rejoin their families. But there werent many of them.


  This was the critical moment. If we were stopped here now, it could be hours before we got down to Kabul. The vast army of journalists, based well behind the
  lines, would have a chance of catching up with us, and our month-long effort to be in the vanguard would have been squandered.


  And then Gul Haidars car drove slowly past us, and he made the mistake of winding down the window.


  Hello, Peter, he said.


  For him, Jouvenal was always the chief among us.


  Go on, Peter, I hissed. Tell him we want to go into Kabul.


  Peter was crucial as far as our relations with Gul Haidar were concerned. The two men knew each other extremely well. When they first met, in the early 1980s, Jouvenal was merely a young and
  inexperienced photographer, but Gul Haidar was already a first-class guerrilla leader in the mujaheddin resistance. Before the Russians invaded Afghanistan in December 1978, he had been a butcher
  in Kabul. Afterwards he turned himself into a butcher of Russians. It was his habit to creep into Soviet bases during the night, slit the throats of the unfortunate sentries, and bring out their
  weapons. On one occasion he trod on a landmine on his way in and lost his leg. Jouvenal, even though he had very little money in those days, paid for him to be brought to London and fitted with a
  prosthetic leg. Possession of this leg gave Gul Haidar greater prestige than ever among the Afghan mujaheddin. He rose quickly in the estimation of the leaders, and now he was the general in charge
  of the assault on Kabul. Being an Afghan, he could never forget a debt of honour.


  Sitting in the passenger seat of his car, he pursed his lips. I could tell what he was thinking.


  He says its too dangerous.


  But will he stop us if we go on foot?


  Jouvenal put the question to him. Gul Haidar puffed out his cheeks and spread his thick, butchers hands, the hands that had slit so many Russian throats.


  Well, if youre going to go on foot . . .


  He couldnt refuse Jouvenal. Leaning farther out of the window, he shouted an order: a soldier would go with us, to give us a bit of protection.


  Maybe I should have invited the other newspaper journalists to go too, but I didnt. Although I liked them a lot, I didnt intend to share our good
  luck  Gul Haidars debt of honour to Jouvenal, for instance, or our links with Hajji Dollar  with anyone else. My job was to make sure we were the unquestioned leaders. The BBC
  would be in Kabul first.


  As it happened, the BBC was there already. One of Kate Clarks predecessors as Kabul correspondent, William Reeve, had managed to use his contacts with the Taliban to get them to allow him
  back a few days earlier. Willy, a polo player and a definite eccentric, had done two difficult tours of duty in Kabul and knew the Taliban well. In the meantime Rageh Omaar, a correspondent who had
  previously worked in the outfit of which I am the nominal head, the BBCs World Affairs Unit, had persuaded a group of Muslims to take him to Kabul as well. Rageh was brought up and educated
  in Britain, but his family came from Somalia. Now he is a highly successful correspondent in South Africa, charming, witty and well read, but with an underlying toughness, like the rest of the new
  breed of correspondent. He had taken a big risk by mobilizing his Muslim links to get him to Kabul, and it had paid off handsomely. With these two was another cameraman I enjoy working with, Fred
  Scott, a quiet, extremely witty Californian who lived in London.


  The three of them had had a difficult time once they got to Kabul; a nearby house was hit by an American bomb just as Willy Reeve was in the middle of an on-camera broadcast from the BBC office.
  The pictures were spectacular: the wall and ceiling seemed to be coming in, and Willy shouted, Jesus Christ!; quite restrained under the circumstances, people felt. The enterprise and
  drive that had got two correspondents and a cameraman into Kabul had been the BBCs best single achievement in the entire series of events which began on 11 September.


  You must bear in mind that Im paid to sing the BBCs praises, like an ancient harpist in the halls of a sixteenth-century Irish chieftain. But you shouldnt discount what I
  say merely for that reason. If I thought it had done badly, or behaved in a feeble or stupid way, I should certainly say so; I am too old and tired and bad-tempered nowadays to be polite about
  things, and there is no point in writing all this if I cant be honest. All of us who worked for the organization abroad knew by this stage, 13 November 2001, that the crisis which had begun two months before had pitchforked the BBC into a position of clear dominance in the business of international television news. The audience for BBC World, the
  poorly funded yet most-admired jewel in our broadcasting crown, had swelled to a third of a billion people worldwide. What was required now, I felt, was some sort of capstone on the entire
  achievement; and here it was. We would go ahead of the Northern Alliance into Kabul, and join our colleagues there.


  It wasnt the moment for making a Shakespearean speech. I set off down the hill, confident that the others would follow me and that no one would stop us. I grinned at the man with the
  RPG-7, and he stood aside to let us pass. The road ran steeply downwards between two bald, dusty hillocks. There was Kabul lying before us, a colourless sprawl of mud brick innocent of suburbs or
  high-rise buildings, looking like a monochrome steel engraving in an early Victorian travel book. This must have been Kabul precisely as Alexander Burnes saw it when he reached this point in 1839.
  Bokhara Burnes was a famous Central Asia explorer, who was destined to die in the Afghan uprising of 1841 when the British Army of India was wiped out. Absit omen, I told
  myself.


  But I had no sense of foreboding. Instead, I felt as though the burdens of the past two months had been lifted off me. My heavy flak jacket scarcely weighed on me at all now; I had shed
  twenty-five years, and was a young man again with everything to play for.


  This first part of the road was pretty steep, and we headed down it at quite a rate. It was obvious to me that the others werent tamely going to let me go first: it was turning into a
  kind of race. There were a few local people around, standing and watching us, cheering and shouting as they realized who we were and what organization we represented. Seventy-five per cent of the
  population of Afghanistan listened to the Farsi and Pashtu services of the BBC, and when they understood how we came to be walking down this road, they started going crazy, shouting and waving
  their arms and trying to shake our hands. I turned to look at Ian Pannell, who was striding alongside me, holding up his radio mike to record the noise of greeting.


  Get a shot of him, I shouted to Joe Phua, who was hobbling down the hill as fast as he could, keeping up with Ian and filming him. I was determined that this should be a BBC
  achievement  no point in all our travails together if it was turned into something personal, and something exclusively about television. The script started
  forming in my head: Television and radio, side by side. Its a line I used later, for our One OClock and Six OClock News.


  The crowds were getting bigger and noisier, and I could hear them shouting BBC London, both greeting us and explaining this strange regiment of people to each other. They knew from
  the fact that we were there that the Northern Alliance must be close behind us, and that they had been liberated from the rule of the Taliban. Hands reached out to grab me, shake my hand, touch my
  flak jacket.


  After all the waiting, all the fear, all the anxiety about failure and being beaten by our opposition, a superb sense of elation built up inside me, and I raised my arms to greet the crowds,
  forcing my way through them. A bus was stuck in the throng, and everyone inside it who could get an arm through the windows tried to touch me. I grabbed as many hands as I could, laughing with the
  relief and pleasure of it all. To be the first journalists out of so many to enter the most closed and difficult city on earth: it was a superb moment.


  Ahead, I could see the sign in the middle of the road which marked the boundary of the city. Peter Emmerson was a little ahead of me, as he had been for much of our walk. I sped up, wanting to
  be the first to pass it. Childish, of course: after all, what did it matter which of us got past the marker first? But I was still in the grip of the fierce will to win we had all experienced, and
  which had brought us all here, far ahead of our competitors.


  My legs were becoming painful with the effort of walking downhill so fast, so laden with body armour and the rest of my gear. A small piece of jagged blue lapis lazuli, which I had bought in the
  Charikar market a few days ago and brought with me partly for good luck and partly so the Afghans wouldnt steal it back at our base, was making a painful bruise where it rubbed on my thigh.
  No matter: these small pains merged into the wider sense of freedom and achievement. I looked at my watch: 7.53 a.m. Kabul was no longer a Taliban city, and no one had fired a shot at us.


  By now the crowds were huge, and I needed all the momentum of my walk downhill and the weight of my body armour to get through. I had been so caught up in the extraordinary excitement of the
  moment that I hadnt once thought to look back: I suppose I wanted the others to keep up with me, rather than slow down myself. Now, though, I could see that
  we still had a long way to go to the centre of the city, and we would need some form of transport. A taxi crept forward through the crowd, full of sightseers whod hired it to take them to
  see what was happening to the Northern Alliance.


  I looked round to suggest to the others that we should take it. Only John Jennings and the soldier Gul Haidar had sent with us were still with me.


  What about the rest?


  Jennings shrugged. Ive been keeping up with you.


  So now it was just the three of us. Maybe I should have gone back to see what had happened to the others, but I was too anxious to get to the Hotel Inter-Continental and start reporting. They
  would, I know, expect me to do that. And at least there was no danger that anything bad could have happened to them: not with the crowd in this mood of celebration, not with the Taliban escaping as
  they had.


  The morning wore on. The rest of the team arrived at the hotel soon after me, and Peter Emmerson and Ian Pannell actually got there before I did. The real achievement was only now beginning: the
  satellite dish, which had been brought all the way from the north of the country, an extremely perilous journey which had taken many days through the mountain passes and the snow, had now been
  brought through the front line and was just arriving at the hotel. We had done well to get here first, but to get our satellite dish in before anyone else was a logistical triumph.


  I remembered Evelyn Waughs Scoop, which I had been rereading in the days before the battle:


  
    
      What the British public wants first, last and all the time is News. Remember that the Patriots are in the right and are going to win. The Beast stands by them four
      square. But they must win quickly. The British public has no interest in a war which drags on indecisively. A few sharp victories, some conspicuous acts of personal bravery on the Patriot side
      and a colourful entry into the capital. That is The Beast Policy for the war.

    

  


  I sat in the thin sunshine on the roof of the hotel, sheltering from the wind behind a convenient parapet, waiting to go live into the Today programme on BBC Radio 4. We had had, I
  reflected, our colourful entry into the capital, and things had gone extraordinarily well for us. I felt immensely proud to have been part of this group of ours,
  and even prouder that the BBC should have done so remarkably well in the entire crisis since 11 September. Its not often in our business that you have such a clear view of a broadcasting
  triumph. And we had all got through the hardest assignment I had ever been through, and, apart from Joes ankle, were unscathed. There was a great deal to feel proud about. And of course I
  still felt pretty charged up by the rapturous reception the crowds in the street had given us. Too charged up, perhaps.


  Down the line I heard the attractive voice of Sue McGregor, one of the Today presenters:


  I dont quite understand. If the Northern Alliance troops didnt enter Kabul but the Taliban have gone, then who liberated it?


  Sitting there in the sunshine, savouring the pleasure of it all, I made a mistake: quite a bad one, as it turned out. I cracked a joke.


  I suppose it was the BBC, I said.


  
    
  


  2


  The Journalistic Imperative


  Kabul: Tuesday 13 November


  Never make a joke; the British tabloid press has no discernible sense of humour. In my case they went to town. It was partly because the Home Secretary, David Blunkett, was
  sitting in the Today studio waiting to be interviewed while Sue McGregor was talking to me live.


  What do we need the armed forces for, if weve got John Simpson? he said.


  Of course there was a whiff of acid about it: have you ever met a politician who doesnt make barbed remarks? But this one was mild enough; perhaps it was even meant to be slightly
  affectionate. Yet the story went around the tabloid offices that morning that David Blunkett had launched an attack on me, and newspapers  even those which are hostile to the Labour Party
   like to range themselves on the side of the powers that be.


  British newspapers in general, and the tabloids in particular, have little affection for the BBC. Sure, they report its doings endlessly; they would be lost without the celebrity-babble it
  generates. But for most British newspapers, even the serious ones, the BBC is a valuable source of stories about erring stars, waste, ludicrous mistakes and loony management decisions. The
  BBCs successes get much less attention; and the successes of BBC News least of all.


  It is, after all, the one section of the BBC which is in direct competition with newspapers. In the 1920s and 1930s the newspaper industry successfully put pressure on the government to restrict
  the length and quality of BBC news broadcasts. By the 1960s they firmly expected television news to undermine the sale of newspapers; and even when it became
  gradually clear that this wasnt going to happen, some of the old animosity remained.


  As a result of the events of 11 September 2001, the BBC became the most praised, and the most relied-on, source of information around the world. Yet few British people knew anything about this.
  BBC World wasnt seen in Britain, so they had little idea of its quality, or the nature of its appeal. They could, of course, have watched BBC News 24, whose standards are equally high, but
  cable television stations were still lagging behind the terrestrial ones. Newspapers almost everywhere, and especially in the United States, carried articles praising the BBC. This scarcely got a
  mention in Britain; praise for the BBC isnt something most British newspapers feel is worth reporting.


  What some of them did think was worth reporting instead was my part in the events surrounding the fall of Kabul. Some, the Guardian in particular, were wryly generous in their comments.
  Others reported that I had claimed to have liberated Kabul personally. The Mirror (which had recently announced that it was becoming more serious) was breathtakingly unpleasant: What
  A Burka!, said its headline about me. I knew about it because a friend went to the trouble to let me know; it always is a friend, Ive noticed. Soon afterwards someone in London who
  knows about these things explained to me that because the Sun had praised me, the Mirror naturally had to take the opposite view. Oh, of course.


  Then the columnists joined in. Against all reason, since they are newspaper journalists themselves, they seem to believe what they read in the press; so they started from the premise that I had
  indeed said I had personally liberated Kabul. Then they pronounced judgement: I had trampled all over my colleagues; I had actually diminished the BBCs main achievement, which was to get a
  cameraman and a couple of correspondents into Kabul. One columnist said I would be better at my job if I would only give a little credit occasionally to the people I worked with. Soon it seemed to
  become a question of whether I had invented the entire episode. I dont have any opinion on the controversy over whether you really did get to Kabul first or not, someone wrote
  to me, I just wanted to say . . . and he went on, very kindly, to praise something I had written.


  To be honest, I didnt read any of the press coverage (with the exception of the Guardian article, which someone sent me) either at the time or
  later. Life is too short for that kind of thing, and would probably have been even shorter if Id read the text of, say, What A Burka! Newspapers that believe that the actions
  of a middle-aged and rather short-tempered television reporter are of any interest at all at a time when important events are happening are newspapers that arent worth reading; even if they
  think theyve become more serious.


  Even so, I should have known. After I had reported for television from Baghdad during the Gulf War, my ex-wife (this was seven years after we had parted) was besieged in her house for four days
  and nights by journalists from the Sunday Mirror, the Daily Mail and other tabloids, who tried all sorts of tricks and aggression to get her to say something derogatory about me. They
  taped her doorbell down so it rang incessantly for hours. The police would do nothing to help  not their job to interfere with the press, they said. What the journalists wanted, one of them
  said afterwards, was a story along the lines of He may be a hero to some, but to me hes just a rat. Not having been a hero in the first place, it seemed to me like a world gone
  mad.


  A few years ago my new wife, Dee, and I flew back to Gatwick Airport from an assignment somewhere difficult and dangerous. We were observed together by some delator who rang, I think, the
  Mirror. Many of the tabloids invite their readers to spy on celebrities and tip them off; the readers often have the impression that they will be paid handsomely, but this very rarely
  happens. Dee had recently changed her hair colour, which presumably made her look different from whatever picture the Mirror had of her; the immediate assumption was that this was someone
  else. Excited by the prospect of a major story  Elderly Television Person Travels on Plane with Woman of Different Hair Colour  the Mirror sent a reporter and a photographer
  round to the flat where we were staying in London.


  Excuse me, said the Mirror reporter when Dee opened the door, weve been told you and your husband have split up.


  You scumbag! she shouted, chasing him off the doorstep. It is always unwise to stir up Afrikaners; their blood is easily heated.


  Im not a scumbag, the reporter bleated as he went. My editor told me to come here.


  If the tabloids behave like this to people who are of no public interest whatever, you can imagine how they behave with celebrities. Best, as I say, to avoid
  them as much as possible. Even the serious newspapers have to be treated with some care. When the famous and much-feared newspaper writer Lynn Barber came out to South Africa to interview me for
  the Observer in my post-Kabul holiday retreat on the Natal coast, I took considerable pleasure in her company. She was, apart from anything else, the perfect guest, bringing us carefully
  researched presents and writing us a charming note afterwards. But however much I liked her, I knew I had to be careful. When you are in the hands of newspaper interviewers, you have absolutely no
  idea how they will use your words. Its not like television or radio, where at least some of what you say will make it to air for the viewers and listeners to make up their minds about. In a
  newspaper, everything  your words, your appearance, your manner, your mood  is filtered to the reader through the prejudices of the interviewer. A friend of mine who was the subject
  of a big magazine profile asked the interviewer quietly not to raise a particular subject because it might upset the family: the interviewer quoted this in the final article.


  Lynn Barber had actually read one of my books of autobiography, to find out what I say about myself; she is one of the few journalists who have bothered to do so before interviewing me for a
  newspaper. Most interviewers, I find, do little more research beyond reading the cuttings  that is, other peoples interviews with you in the past, which naturally
  contain all the accumulated mistakes and misunderstandings which have accrued over the years, handed down as it were from generation to generation of interviewers. I enjoyed being interviewed by
  Lynn Barber over the couple of days she spent with us, but as I dropped her off in Durban for her flight home I promised myself I wouldnt give another newspaper interview for a very long
  time. Why bother? Most interviewers, Lynn excepted, dont listen particularly carefully to what you say and often dont get the basic facts right. And when they quote you, they make you
  sound like a moron.


  The British press is like a force of nature: it strikes more or less at random. The people who are most surprised if you take their work seriously are journalists themselves; they know better
  than anyone else how hurried and unprepared their work is. Never complain, and never explain, said Disraeli, according to the great biographer John
  Morley. Excellent advice; and if I were not writing a book about journalists and journalism I promise you I wouldnt even have mentioned the subject of the way my actions in Afghanistan were
  reported. As for Lynn Barbers interview with me, it was a model of accuracy and was pleasantly written and generous. Or so I am told. I didnt read it myself.


  The British press in full cry is an unattractive sight; think of the News of the Worlds campaign a year or so ago against paedophiles, during which the house of at least one doctor
  was attacked by a group of angry parents who had heard she was a paediatrician and thought that meant the same thing. But like all forms of mob activity, press attention very quickly turns to some
  other subject. The only thing to do is to wait till the heat dies down; it always does, and then you realize that the vast majority of people took no serious notice of it all, anyway.


  In 2002 the Reith Lectures, a grand BBC tradition, were given by Onora ONeill, a leading academic from Cambridge University. The title of her lecture series was A Question of
  Trust, and in it she looked at the public reputation and standing of our public services and professions. For journalists, her lecture entitled Licence to Deceive made painful
  listening. Most institutions and professions, she said, were now subject to rigorous audit and regulation. Not so journalism. Reporters, she said, wrote a great deal about the untrust-worthiness of
  others, yet were themselves largely unchecked and uncheckable. How do we know whether we are being told the truth? Broadcasters were subject to considerable legislation and regulation. Not so the
  press:


  
    
      Newspaper editors and journalists are not held accountable in these ways. Outstanding reporting and accurate writing mingle with editing and reporting that smears, sneers
      and jeers, names, shames and blames. Some reporting covers (or should I say uncovers?) dementing amounts of trivia, some misrepresents, some denigrates, some teeters
      on the brink of defamation. In this curious world, commitments to trustworthy reporting are erratic: there is no shame in writing on matters beyond a reporters competence, in coining
      misleading headlines, in omitting matters of public interest or importance, or in recirculating others speculations as supposed news. Above
      all, there is no requirement to make evidence accessible to readers.

    

  


  Well, of course, anyone who has suffered at the hands of the British press will agree. Yet Onora ONeills proposals to make newspaper journalism more accountable seem to me to be
  almost as bad as the evils she wants to remedy. Of course it would be wonderful if the newspapers could be obliged to be fair or truthful or open. But the only way that can work is if their readers
  demand it. Unless that happens, newspapers will find ways of getting round the accountability rules, just like they find ways round the stuttering and pathetic efforts of the Press Council to stop
  them intruding on peoples private lives; and the journalist in me will somehow cheer them on. If the choice is between an honest but dull press and a lively but untrustworthy press, then I
  would rather have liveliness and untrustworthiness.


  Journalism is a strange business in all sorts of ways. It isnt at all like being a banker or a solicitor. It encourages apparently normal people to do some very strange things. Why, after
  all, should Rageh Omaar and William Reeve have gone to such lengths to infiltrate a city that every sane person wanted to get out of? Why should Kate and Ian and I, together with the rest of our
  team, have directed all our efforts at joining them there? And if, as the tabloids suggested in my case, every performer on television and radio is just in the business to thrust themselves
  forward, what about the cameramen and engineers who came with us? What was in it for them?


  Joe Phua disobeyed specific orders from London in order to stay with the team in Afghanistan long after he was supposed to have handed over to another cameraman. He went beyond the call of duty,
  day by day, and marched into Kabul on a broken ankle; yet when the television industry handed out some of its most prestigious prizes for the affair, and Joes pictures (together with Peter
  Jouvenals) were shown again and again, Joe wasnt even invited to the ceremony; and he certainly didnt do what he did for the speeches and applause and the graven images of
  brass and perspex which we carried away, and certainly not for the standard chicken dinner.


  If not personal glory, then money? Not, lets face it, with the BBC. The licence fee is chopped up very finely indeed when it comes to paying the staffers
  in News, and this is as it should be. News organizations which pay their on-camera staff over the odds often get pretty inferior results. The BBC is in the extraordinary and enviable situation of
  paying its people comparatively little, while being able to rely on their wholehearted loyalty and enthusiasm.


  The fact is, no matter how bumbling and uncaring the BBC can sometimes seem, it still embodies an ideal: the ideal of public service, of honesty, of impartiality. This transcends money, just as
  it transcends ones personal comfort. Its why we joined in the first place. It means we can look at ourselves in the mirror in the mornings, and not feel too bad about our work. No one
  who works on the news side of the BBC can honestly say, hand on heart, that they joined it believing they were going to get high pay or even particularly good treatment: the Corporations way
  with staff and salaries was established right at the start of the reign of King Reith, and it has stayed like that ever since.


  But it was more than the ideal which brought us to Kabul. The ideal, you could say, kept us going and dictated how we should broadcast, but it didnt oblige us to risk our necks. An
  altogether different set of instincts did that. There was something in us which wanted to see things for ourselves, rather than hear about it from other peoples reports. This feeling, of
  course, isnt restricted in any sense to the people who work for the BBC, or for television in general. It is something which a great many journalists feel. It makes them journalists in the
  first place, and it sustains them in the job over the years.


  If we were involved in some other business  selling insurance, for instance, or building cars  you might think that we were forced to go beyond the normal boundaries of our job
  because we were afraid of losing it. I cant answer for the hundreds of other journalists involved in reporting the fall of Kabul; but I doubt if that was the case for any of them.


  To take just a single example, the Guardian correspondent Maggie OKane: one of the best and bravest journalists around, who never seems to me to be afraid of anything. In October
  2001 she made her way across the Pakistan border into Afghanistan on foot and in disguise, sleeping rough in the wintry mountains for four nights. She didnt
  make a big fuss about it, as I and others did; for her, it was just a small part of a much bigger job  the job of finding out what was really going on. I like and respect Maggie a great
  deal, but she worries me too, because I feel she is the real opposition.


  Sure, the other television organizations are our immediate competitors, but in terms of getting through to the actual story and reporting it, Maggie OKane is the one to worry about. She
  is always there, at every big event; she will always produce some of the most memorable reporting. Her accounts of the siege of Sarajevo and the Serbian camps in Bosnia were among the best things
  that modern journalism has produced: the real Martha Gellhorn tradition.


  So it is a little hard to believe that someone who isnt afraid of gangs of armed smugglers capable of carrying out any crime would be shaking in her shoes at the thought of what the
  Guardian foreign editor might do to her if she failed to find the story. No; the compulsion comes from within her, and from within the rest of us. Why that should be, and the root causes of
  this need to find things out and be the first to tell people about them, would probably require the services of a team of psychiatrists working round the clock on all of us.


  Maybe one day the BBC will hire some. As an organization it always seems to me to be self-defeatingly tolerant of failure, rarely carrying out post mortems to see what went wrong on some major
  news story, nor even what went right. Perhaps it is too nervous about what it might uncover; perhaps it is just too busy covering the next big event. On the other hand, the BBC is obsessively
  concerned with the safety and comfort of its staff; and this is not merely because it is worried about being sued for neglect. The Corporation has not been nicknamed Auntie for
  nothing (though the staff never call it that among themselves, sometimes preferring the Broken Biscuit Company), and there are times when you feel almost stifled by its fussing. The
  day will no doubt come when the foreign editor will send out emails checking whether everybody is wearing their long winter underwear and eating enough roughage.


  No; there are all sorts of reasons why all of us should have gathered for the fall of Kabul, and not many of them have much to do with comfort or self-preservation. There is a militant curiosity
  about the typical foreign correspondent, an instinct to see things for ourselves no matter who tries to stop us.


  Journalism is a refined version of the instinct that makes people slow down and crane their necks at the scene of a road accident: the difference is that we are employed to stare. I have seen an
  elderly and distinguished journalistic knight, deep into some complaint about the way the world was going, perk up and stick his head out of the window of the Garrick Club merely because a police
  siren was sounding in the street outside. There have been famous cases of leader-writers and diplomatic or economics editors writing a hundred and fifty unwanted words about some ludicrously
  unimportant event that they witnessed on their way to or from work, simply because that is what journalists do.


  The desire to see things and write about them doesnt evaporate with age, as the desire to draft a conveyancing document or tot up a page of figures tends to vanish the moment a solicitor
  or an accountant retires. Retired journalists seem to me to be unhappier than members of just about any other profession; except perhaps for retired politicians, whose anxiety to tell you what they
  said in the House in 1978, or exactly what advice they gave to Margaret Thatcher at the time of her first election victory, is such a depressing spectacle.


  The point of being a reporter, then, is to see things. When the starters gun goes off and a news story opens up, journalists become surprisingly careless of themselves, their comfort,
  their families, their lives. In the 1974 version of The Front Page, directed by Billy Wilder and starring Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau, Lemmon plays the star reporter working on his last
  big story before marrying his fiance and giving up journalism altogether. The fiance, whose name is Peggy, taps on the door of the room where Jack Lemmon is hammering away on his
  typewriter.


  Whos there?


  Peggy.


  Peggy who? asks the man who is about to give up journalism for her sake.


  Being a reporter is one of the few genuinely all-consuming professions. When you are deeply involved in a story, nothing else matters.


  A little of that gets over to other people. At dinner parties, on board aircraft, in dentists waiting rooms, strangers will usually tell you that being a
  journalist sounds a really interesting kind of job. Yet the strangers know, and you know yourself, that this does not mean it is particularly respectable. Surveys have shown time and again that
  journalists languish in the lower reaches of public esteem, together with other riff-raff such as lawyers, politicians and estate agents. People may read and listen to the words of journalists with
  interest, and sometimes even a certain modicum of respect, but they know perfectly well that there is something dubious, untrustworthy, and faintly grubby about them. Journalists are inclined to
  borrow money off you for a taxi fare or a dinner, and never quite get round to paying you back. They are statistically more likely to run off with your married daughter, drink too much, smoke when
  everyone else has given it up and (though I havent seen the figures to prove this) fail to clean their fingernails.


  Has it ever occurred to you, a friend of mine once said as we walked through the BBC newsroom, that journalistic is only a term of praise among
  journalists?


  He was quite right. Everyone else  academics, say, or publishers, or even book reviewers who are themselves journalists of a kind  routinely uses the word as a mild form of abuse.
  If there were a journalists dictionary, the entry would read:


  
    
      journalistic, adj. (from journal, qv): Possessing the qualities journalists most profess to like. Bright and readable. Racy, yet reliable.
      Altogether admirable.

    

  


  In everyone elses dictionary, of course, it means flashy, inclined to cut corners both in terms of work and of strict accuracy. Lacking in substance. Totally
  unreliable.


  It is certainly true that if you have ever been present at an incident which has got into the newspapers or onto radio or television, you will find that its presentation always seems skewed or
  inaccurate in some way. Even if all the facts are correct, the interpretation or sometimes merely the implications will be subtly wrong. This may well be more to do with the frailties of human
  perception than with the inadequacy of individual journalists; but there are sizeable numbers of people who have been asked a loaded question or two at some time in
  their lives by some scruffy character in a mackintosh, then found a simplified, stilted and somehow uncharacteristically expressed version of what they said in inverted commas in the next
  days tabloids.


  It is like listening in court to something the accused is alleged to have said. Whenever I am quoted in one of the tabloids, they make me sound like an I-Speak-Your-Weight machine; except that
  I-Speak-Your-Weight machines have long since gone the way of bullseyes, Tizer, and signs saying Commit No Nuisance. And of course it is tabloid journalists who have driven down our
  profession farthest and fastest in public esteem; most people seem to regard radio and television reporters as belonging to a different and much more respectable business altogether.


  They arent right, though. Journalists are essentially one profession, whether we work for the Sun or the Guardian or the BBC; just as authors are one profession, whether
  they are writing advertisements (think of Salman Rushdie) or Cymbeline. And just as you can tell an actor immediately, so you can tell a journalist. There is usually a complete absence of
  any kind of snobbery, and an irreverence which pervades even the grandest newspapers and magazines. The famous, much-respected and long-serving foreign editor of The Times, Louis Heren, once
  famously said that writing a column was like having a good shit. There tends to be a certain unkempt quality about all journalists, good or bad, grand or obscure, a hint of vagueness
  strangely allied to a driving force which can at times be obsessional, the otherness of a confirmed outsider.


  The clear and often ferocious ability which is present in any newsroom is nevertheless shot through with other, more vitiating characteristics. The intelligence, the worldliness, the
  all-too-evident ambition are often intermixed with something else, as dealers cut high-grade cocaine with talcum powder. Sometimes this something else is a surprising lack of confidence; sometimes
  it is a disastrous way with personal relationships; sometimes it is merely drinking and smoking too much.


  Senior journalists are more inclined than people from other professions to walk down the corridor with one shoulder rubbing against the wall: C. P. Scott of the (then) Manchester
  Guardian, perhaps the greatest editor in British newspaper history, the man who wrote, Comment is free, but facts are sacred, was one such.
  Journalists of all kinds are more likely than other professional people to live on their own in a single room, to eat their dinner out of a tin, to have lost contact with their children, to have
  nicotine-stained fingers or chewed nails or grog-blossomed cheeks. Without the slightest statistical evidence, I would guess there were more only children in journalism than in any other
  profession. The writer Julie Burchill, much more fiercely, once wrote, Journalism is show business for ugly people.


  Above all, most journalists seem to share an abiding feeling that what they do lacks any serious value. Every sane person laughs at his or her job, of course, yet you feel the journalist
  sometimes does it to excess. Perhaps it is because, even though writing is essentially creative, writing for newspapers or for radio and television is one of the most ephemeral things a person can
  do. Only advertising copywriters, in my experience, place a lower value on what they write.


  If journalists leave their trade and find another, they are usually amazed to find how absurdly seriously journalism is taken by everyone else. Graham Greene may well have been thinking of his
  old profession when he created Holly Martins, the anti-hero (played by Joseph Cotton) of the film The Third Man. At a British Council gathering in Vienna, Martins seems quite upset to find
  that the audience has mistaken him for a serious author, when in fact he writes mediocre Westerns.


  

  The most primitive people I have ever come across (apart, of course, from the crowd at a Millwall match) were members of the Ashaninca tribe living in the farthest and densest
  part of Brazilian Amazonia. They had never had anything but the faintest contact with the world outside their immediate section of the rainforest. Yet each of them had characteristics we would all
  recognize at once: there was the eternal optimist, the incessant whinger, the bullied wife, the henpecked husband, the sharp-tongued, disappointed man in late middle age. You could take any one of
  them at random, scrub off his face paint, teach him a bit of English, set him down at the saloon bar of the Chelsea Potter with a fiver in his hand, and no one would ever know the difference. Human
  beings are human beings, and if all you knew of doctors came from watching Molires Le Malade Imaginaire, you would spot a specialist in Harley
  Street the instant you met one.


  In something of the same way, the profession of foreign correspondent has remained virtually unchanged since it was thought up by some unknown executive on the staff of the London Morning
  Post in 1835. He decided that the papers readers would like to know what happened to a group of British volunteers who were recruited to fight on the side of the Queen of Spain in a
  civil war which had just started there. So he asked one of these volunteers, a man called G. L. Gruneison, to send letters to the paper, describing what was going on. Gruneison wasnt much of
  a writer, nor much of a journalist, and he wasnt much of a fighter either; but he did send a few letters to the Morning Post, which attracted a certain limited interest. The war,
  which ended in 1837, has been virtually forgotten ever since.


  So Gruneison was technically the first foreign correspondent; but no one thought of repeating the experiment for a while, and the disastrous Afghan campaign of 183842, which saw the
  British Army of India wiped out almost in its entirety, went unreported except for the rather self-serving dispatches of the military men involved. The same was true of the two Punjab wars, during
  the course of which the humane and liberal-minded General Charles Napier captured the province of Sind: a pity, since Napier would undoubtedly have liked the company of journalists.


  It was only nineteen years after the Morning Posts bright idea that the art of the war correspondent precisely as we know it today was invented. As with so many other significant
  elements in British national life, the inventor was an Anglo-Irishman. William Howard Russell, like many another practitioner of the correspondents art, felt uncomfortable with the job
  description. He wrote later:


  
    
      When the year of grace 1854 opened on me I had no more idea of being what is now  absurdly, I think  called a War Correspondent than I had of
      being Lord Chancellor.

    

  


  But the events of 1854, and the outbreak of the Crimean War, didnt simply make Russell an ordinary war correspondent; they made him the greatest exponent of the trade.
  And he remains that to this day, although there have been many contenders for the title. One of them is Max Hastings, who reported memorably on the Falklands War
  for the Daily Telegraph, became the papers editor, and left that
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