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Preface

This book contains all the best advice I have learnt or collected in four
decades as a journalist. Some of it came direct and uninvited from
wise old heads, some from observing classy reporters at work, some
from picking their brains, some from books, some from websites and
a lot from making mistakes and learning the hard way what was the
best, most inventive way to do the job. But whatever the origins of the
lessons contained here, they have helped to save my skin on numerous
occasions and have earned me some wonderful jobs on others.

The book is called The Universal Journalist in answer to those who
think that each type of publication produces its own distinct form of
journalism, inevitably regarded by its practitioners as superior to other
kinds. It doesn't. If you write and read enough stories, in the end you
realise that there really are only two types of journalism: good and
bad. The bad is practised by those who rush faster to judgement than
they do to find out, indulge themselves rather than the reader, write
between the lines rather than on them, write and think in the dead
terms of the formula, stereotype and cliché, regard accuracy as a bonus
and exaggeration as a tool and prefer vagueness to precision, comment
to information and cynicism to ideals. The good is intelligent, enter-
taining, reliably informative, properly set in context, honest in intent
and effect, expressed in fresh language and serves no cause but the
discernible truth. Whatever the audience. Whatever the culture.
Whatever the language. Whatever the circumstances. Such journalism
could be printed in any publication, because it is, in every sense of the
word, universal. This book sets out to tell you how to achieve it.

The second rationale for the title is that these days, in a world where
both the available media and the amount of information bombarding
us is multiplying all the time, anyone hoping to be a good journalist
needs to acquire a range of new skills. A facility with words is no
longer enough, You also have to be a sharp and sceptical questioner,
be comfortable with statistics, understand how online media works,
be able to use the Internet for research, know how to handle increas-
ingly sophisticated sources and their spin doctors, and be able to
produce journalism that is more informative, fresh and reliable than
that of the proliferating competition. If that sounds like a tall order,

viii



PREFACE

that’s because it is. This book aims to describe these new techniques
which, when added to the more traditional ones, make a universally
skilled journalist.

A note about this edition

This fifth edition of The Universal Journalist is produced to mark the
20th anniversary of the book’s first appearance. I have done the usual
revising sweep through the text, adding new tips and anecdotes. This
time, I have added a number of panels, telling something of what went
into the writing of a story. All these are from my own journalism,
not because I think they are especially wonderful (a couple show my
own ineptitude), but because, being mine, I do know what went into
the making (or unmaking) of them. That one remembers these details
many years later is an indication of why and how you learn to do this
job: your cock-ups and the odd success stay with you.



1o the memory of
JOHN MERRITT,

the best reporter I ever met.



1
What Makes a Good Reporter?

The only qualities for real success in journalism are ratlike cunning, a
Pplausible manner and a little literary ability.
Nicholas Tomalin

The heroes of journalism are reporters. What they do is find things
out. They go in first, amid the chaos of now, battering at closed doors,
sometimes taking risks, and capture the beginnings of the truth. And
if they do not do that, who will? Editors? Commentators? There is
only one alternative to reporters: accepting the authorised version, the
one the businesses, bureaucrats and politicians choose to give us. After
all, without reporters, what would commentators know?

Reporters are, like almost all heroes, flawed. As a group, they have
a more soiled reputation than most; for enough of them routinely
exaggerate, simplify and contort the truth to have made parts of the
trade a by-word for calculated dishonesty. Not for nothing do screen-
writers and dramatists, in search of a booable villain, regularly opt
for a tabloid reporter. It saves time. They don’t have to spend pages
establishing a lack of morals, the mere announcement of the character’s
line of work is enough for audiences to grasp that this person is going
to wheedle and deceive. Then there are the lazy — those who opt for
spoonfeeding and the facile, rather than the hard, painstaking, often
exposed job of getting it as right as they can. There is, to be sure, a
lot of calculated malice and shoddy workmanship in the history of
journalism.

But there is a lot that is heroic, and far, far more of it than most media
critiques and journalism schools would have the beginner believe. There
is John Tyas’s exposure for The Times of British atrocities against dem-
onstrators in Manchester in 1819; William Howard Russell’s accounts
of the bungling of the British army in the Crimea; William Leng’s
exposure in the Sheffield Telegraph of corruption and violence in that
city (he was threatened so often that he kept a loaded revolver on his
desk and had a police escort home every night); Emily Crawford, who
incessantly risked her life to report the 1871 Paris Commune for the
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Daily News and then scooped the world at the subsequent Versailles
Conference; Nellie Bly, who feigned mental illness to get inside an
asylum and wrote a series for the New York World that described the
terrors and cruelties she found and which led to improved conditions;
W.T. Stead’s exposure in the Pall Mall Gazette of child prostitution;
and Ida Tarbell’s articles in McClures that documented the corruption
and intimidation of the Standard Oil Company 1902-1904 and
prepared the way for the dissolution of the firm.

Then there is Emilie Marshall, who broke several all-male preserves
in becoming the first woman reporter in the House of Commons press
gallery and the first woman staff reporter on both the Daily Mail and
Daily Express; John Reed’s reporting of the Russian Revolution; the
unmasking of the violently racist Ku Klux Klan by Roland Thomas
of the New York World; the exposure by freelance George Seldes of
the links between lung cancer and smoking — a decade before the
mainstream press reported it. Ilya Ehrenburg’s reporting for Red
Star first revealed the Nazi extermination camps; John Hersey and
Wilfred Burchett’s reporting from Hiroshima disproved the official
lie that there was no such thing as radiation sickness; and there was
the courageous opposition of the Observer and Manchester Guardian
to the Suez invasion of 1956; Alice Dunnigan facing down — and
defeating — racial prejudice to report Washington in the 1950s; the
relentless pursuit of high-level security breaches by the whole British
press in the early 1960s; the uncovering by Seymour Hersch, then a
young freelance, of the full horrors of the My Lai massacre in 1968;
the Sunday Times campaign for the limbless victims of the drug
thalidomide; Carl Bernstein and Bob Woodward’s Watergate investi-
gation in the Washington Post that proved a US President a corrupt liar;
Randy Shilts’s reporting on the emergence of Aids for the San Francisco
Chronicle that forced health authorities to wake up to the crisis; and
Robert Fisk’s refusal to swallow the Nato line (or, for that matter,
anyone’s line) in reporting the Kosovo conflict in the Independent in
1999 and the conflicts in the Middle East that still continue.

There are also those whose names are read fleetingly, but rarely
remembered; the ones whose efforts to inform their communities
are met, not with an obstructive official or evasive answer, but with
intimidation or worse. Every year, thousands of reporters are arrested
or threatened, hundreds imprisoned, and scores killed. In its most
extreme form, this is what Peruvian journalist Sonia Goldenburg
has called ‘censorship by death’. Every year, scores of journalist die
for getting too close to the truth, or being where someone does not
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want them to be. In 2014, according to the Committee To Protect
Journalists, 61 journalists were killed, no fewer than 17 of them in
Syria. Each one of them is a definitive answer to those, both inside
and outside the business, who think that journalism is a branch of
marketing that organises and exaggerates trivia. After all, no authority
would bother obstructing, jailing or murdering people for that.

Finally, there are the tens of thousands of other, often local, journalists
whose lot is nothing more glamorous or heroic than discovering the
most complete version of what happened in their areas and reporting
it. They don’t expect gold or glory, and there is no particular reason
why they should get it. But they are, nevertheless, an antidote, socially
and professionally, to those who have traded in their credibility for a
high salary or easy life.

And all these good reporters share something. They may keep it
well hidden under the journalists’ obligatory, hard-bitten mask, but
the immortals, the persecuted and the unsung all share a belief in what
the job is about. This is, above all things, to question; and, by so doing,
then to:

* Discover and publish information that replaces rumour and
speculation.

* Resist or evade government controls.

* Inform, and so empower, voters.

* Subvert those whose authority relies on a lack of public
information.

* Scrutinise the action and inaction of governments, elected rep-
resentatives and public services.

* Scrutinise businesses, their treatment of workers and customers,
and the quality of their products.

* Comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable, providing a
voice for those who cannot normally be heard in public.

*  Hold up a mirror to society, reflecting its virtues and vices and
also debunking its cherished myths.

* Ensure that justice is done, is seen to be done and investigations
carried out where this is not so.

* Promote the free exchange of ideas, especially by providing a
platform for those with philosophies alternative to the prevailing
ones.

If you can read that list without the hairs on the back of your neck
beginning to stand up, then maybe journalism is not for you.
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Attitudes

To meet the aims listed above on a regular basis is a tough assignment.
The idea, common among those outside journalism, that what a
reporter needs more than anything is the ability to write well is not
even the half of it. Literary ability is only part of the job, and often not
the largest part. Neither is good reporting a matter of acquiring a little
bag of tricks and tools, out of which the appropriate one is selected
according to circumstance. What is needed to succeed as a reporter are
the right attitudes and character.

The most important equipment reporters have is that which
is carried around between their ears. Some of these attitudes are
instinctive, others are learnt quickly, but most are built up through
years of experience — by researching and writing, re-researching and
re-writing hundreds and hundreds of stories.

Reporting is one of those trades that you learn by making mistakes.
In my first week in journalism, for instance, I was working on a small
weekly paper in southern England and, by a combination of luck and
my determination to make an impact, got on to a good story about
river pollution. I went off, did the research and then rushed back to the
office dreaming of the accolades that would be coming my way when
I turned in the story. ‘What the hell is this?’ shouted the news editor
when he read it, ‘Where are all the names? I had been so thrilled with
the story that I had forgotten to ask the names of the people I had
interviewed. There were lots of good quotes but all of them were from
‘worried resident’, ‘water engineer’, ‘safety inspector’, etc. I spent the
next 24 hours rushing around, getting names, re-interviewing people
and repairing most of the damage. And the story led the paper that
week. I have since been so grateful for my stupidity, for I learnt two
invaluable lessons in my very first week. One was that quotes are not
much good without names attached to them. The other, even more
important, was that reporting was a very difficult job. Clearly being
enthusiastic and having a good degree was not enough; you also
needed the right attitudes. The following are the key ones:

Keen news sense

You need this — and for three reasons. First, in the positive sense of
knowing what makes a good story and the ability to find the essential
news point in a mass of dross. Second, in the negative sense of not
wasting time by pursuing stories that will never amount to much. Often
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you have to ask yourself: ‘What is the best this story can be? What is
the strongest news point it will have if I get all the information I need?
And sometimes the answer is that it will not be much of a tale. So drop
it. The third reason is that if you don’t have a news sense, or have it
but don't use it, you will miss things and make a fool of yourself. Take
the case of Duncombe Jewell, a reporter for the Daily Mail in its early
days. He was sent to cover the launch of HMS Albion at the Thames
Ironworks in London and in due course returned to the office with a
piece of purple prose that was, in his own words, ‘the nearest thing to
a Turner sunset that you could get in manuscript’. As he handed it in,
news reached the paper that 30 people had drowned at the launching.
His news editor was beside himself with anger. ‘Well,’ said Jewell, ‘1
did see some people bobbing about in the water as I came away but...”

Passion for precision

As a news editor, this is the one attribute I valued more than any other
in reporters. Could I rely on their work and trust their accuracy? As a
reporter you also speedily appreciate that your reputation for accuracy
and not exaggerating, either in print or beforehand, is a valuable
commodity. Lose it, and it will be very difficult to regain.

Precision means three things. First, the obvious one of recording
and writing accurately what people tell you. Second, taking care that
however accurate each little part of your story, the whole thing is true
to the spirit and atmosphere of the situation or events — which means
adding background and context. Third, not falling into the dangerous
and widespread habit of saying, ‘Well if that happened and the other
happened, then this other thing must be true.’ You should not wish
but report your stories into print. If there are any gaps in a sequence of
events that you are reporting, find out precisely what is missing: don’t
think that if A happened, then something else and then C, then the

missing part must be B. It may not be.
Determination fo find out

There is no surer sign of a bad reporter than the one who keeps
wimpishly going back to the news desk to say: ‘I can't find out.” A
determination not to be defeated by a few unanswered telephone calls
or stonewalling sources is a hallmark of the decent reporter. What
makes them a good one is the determination to go that little bit further
(or longer) to get the story. In 1996, for instance, a man suspected of
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being the notorious Unabomber (whose campaign of letter bombs to
universities and on planes killed three and wounded 29) was arrested
in remote Lincoln, Montana. A stringer for People magazine called
Cathy Free made a name for herself by asking a school secretary to
fax her the Lincoln phone directory (fortunately only four pages long)
and then rang everyone in it to collect information on the suspect. If it
means, as George Esper of the Associated Press once discovered, that
you have to call the father of a suicide victim seven days in a row before
he will agree to talk, then that is what you have to do. Extraordinary
reporters will go a lot further than that. In 1917, Floyd Gibbons of the
Chicago Tribune booked himself onto a ship likely to be sunk by the
Germans so he could report its torpedoing. It was and he did. And
then there was Evelyn Shuler of the Philadelphia Ledger, who knew
she would beat the opposition on a murder case if she could witness
the exhumation of a victim’s body. So she stayed up for three days and
nights keeping watch in a cemetery, and, early on the fourth morning,
got her story.

Never make assumptions

This applies to all assumptions — either of logic, identity, fact or
motives. The great problem with assumptions is that most of them
turn out to be correct; that is what makes them so dangerous and
tempting. Play safe, report only what you know, not what you think
you know. That way you will avoid being inaccurate, dishonest and
misleading — or sacked.

There was a famous occasion when a freelance photographer gave a
British mass-market newspaper a picture of Prince Charles putting his
arms around a lady who was not his wife at a time when he was known
to be unhappily married. The paper published the picture under a
headline that suggested a romantic relationship, because the editors
assumed that was what was taking place. They were wrong. Unknown
to them, the picture was taken at the funeral of the woman’s child, who
had died of leukaemia at the age of four. The Prince was doing what
any of us might have done in a similar situation — he was comforting
the distressed mother.

Newer be afraid to look stupid

However rudimentary you may imagine your ignorance to be, if you
don't know, ask; if you don’t understand, request an explanation. Don’t

6
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worry if anyone laughs at you. The really stupid reporters are the ones
who pretend to know, who sit there nodding throughout an interview
they only partly understand and who then try to write the story —
and find that they can't. The place to show your ignorance is when
questioning people, not on paper in your subsequent story.

Be suspicious of all sources

An essential general attitude for reporters, indeed all journalists, is to
be suspicious of all sources. Why is this person telling me this? What
is their motive? And are they really in a position to know what they
claim to know? This complex issue is dealt with in Chapter 6.

Being resourceful

Using your wits and charm to overcome obstacles is part of the fun
of reporting. Sometimes that means pushing your luck in asking for a
phone number of an important potential source, or, maybe, blagging
your way into where you are not really allowed. Many is the reporter
who has done something similar to Margueritte Higgins, who, in
order to get a story on a 1940s society wedding, borrowed a hotel
housekeeper’s uniform and so slipped unnoticed into the back of the
reception. In 1989, Daily Mail reporter Ann Leslie was so disgusted
at how far from the main action the press had been placed at Emperor
Hirohito’s funeral that she wore a luxuriant fur coat and marched
imperiously past the security checks and found herself sitting by
President George H. Bush. And then there was the technique of Floyd
Gibbons, when he needed to impress Polish border guards that he was
someone important. He found a military-looking uniform, and hung
on his chest a line of gaudy medals (a couple of which were actually
awarded at dog shows). The guards saluted him through. On another
occasion, during the Great War, he was about to write a story about
the arrival of US general John J. Pershing, when he was told British
censors would not permit reporters to say where Pershing landed. So
Gibbons cabled his office: ‘Pershing landed at British port today and
was greeted by Lord Mayor of Liverpool’. Smart.

Leave your prejudices at home

You cannot be expected to shed all your cherished beliefs, but you
should never allow them consciously to affect your work. Reporters

7
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should accurately relate what happened, not strain everything through
the sieve of their own prejudices, cultured and intelligent though they
imagine these to be.

This invocation applies to newly minted prejudices as well as
old ones. Don't let the opinions you form early on in the research
prematurely colour your judgement of the story. A great sin of some
reporters, particularly those often asked to write colour and atmosphere
pieces, is that they will write the intro in their heads on the way to an
interview. Their intro may be smart, it may be a beautiful piece of
writing, but the chances are that it will say more about them than
their subject.

Realise you are part of a process

Reporters are subject to what editors want. By all means argue with
them, shout at them and try to sweet-talk them, but, in the end, you
have to accept their decision — or go and work elsewhere. That is pro-
fessionalism. So, too, is the acceptance of the discipline of the schedule
of your paper. A lot of reporters think it is somehow a mark of a literary
talent in full flower to be late and over length. It is not. It is the sign of
an unreliable amateur. So too is the reporter who, when out on a story,
fails to call into the office regularly. You can often, however, use the
paper’s needs to your advantage, getting prominence for your stories
by calculating when in your paper’s production cycle they are most in
need of early stories or ones illustrated by pictures, graphics, sidebars,
etc. — and delivering them.

Empathy with readers

Unless people read your story, you might as well be muttering it to
yourself in a darkened room. They will read it if you consider them —
when you write, but especially when you research. What will readers
want to know? What do they need explained? And what will bring
this story home to them? Find anecdotes, show how the events will
impact on readers’lives, or impact on other lives; use examples that will
be relevant to their own experience; above all, where possible, tell the
story in terms of real people.

The will to win

Sooner or later the new reporter experiences the dawning realisation
that the rest of the world is not run for the convenience of newspapers.
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Stories happen at bad times and in awkward places, telephones are not
always available or working; and, if you are out of the city or country,
you can be running out of money, time, food, drink and energy. You
need a strong desire to beat whatever circumstances are strewn in your
path, get to the story and then file as fast as possible. To be like Ed Cody
of the Washington Post. Mort Rosenblum’s excellent book Who Stole the
News? tells the story of how Cody was in Paris one night in December
1988 when word reached him that a Pan Am jumbo jet had crashed on
Lockerbie, a little town in Scotland. It was 8.20 p.m. and the last flight
to Britain that evening had already left. Cody found a charter operator,
persuaded his foreign editor in the United States to authorise the cost
and, a few hours later, the reporter was in Glasgow. Lockerbie was 60
miles south and by that time had been sealed off by police roadblocks.
Miraculously, Cody found a cab driver who was from the town and,
with his local knowledge and contacts, Cody made it to the scene. The
driver even had a friend who owned a pub, which he opened up so that
the reporter could call Washington to file his story.

The crash, in which all 259 passengers and 11 people on the ground
died, was one of the biggest stories of the 1980s. Cody’s excellent job
on it was possible because he had the will to win. He may also have
had a paper prepared to pay $6,000 for a charter aircraft, but, on most
occasions, a reporter’s desire to get to the story will not cost as much
and it will always bring rewards.

Sense of urgency

Newspapers want their reporters to file the earliest and fullest account
of a story that they can get. A little healthy, or even unhealthy,
competition to be first is part of the reality — and fun — of the job. And
it serves readers well, just so long as not too many corners are cut.

Beating the rival agency, for instance, was uppermost in the minds
of the Associated Press (AP) and United Press International (UPI)
photographers who were assigned to take pictures of the Dalai Lama
as he fled Tibet in 1959. Both chartered planes and organised relays
of motorcyclists so that they could get their pictures from the Chinese
borders to the nearest transmitter in India. When the Dalai Lama
emerged from his aircraft, the photographers leapt forward, took their
pictures and ran to their already-revving planes. After a break-neck
race in the air and on the ground, UPI won.

The AP man was devastated. He went back to his hotel room and sat
there, full of recrimination about what might have been and the shame

9
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of being beaten. Then he received a cable from his office: ‘Opposition’s
Dalai Lama has long shaggy hair. Yours bald. How please?” The AP
man cabled back: ‘Because my Dalai right Dalai.’In his desperation to
be first, the UPI man had photographed the interpreter.

Taking pleasure in beating the opposition

Using your wits and charm to overcome obstacles is part of the fun
of the job, as is beating the opposition to be first with the story. But
acceptable rivalry has its limits, and they were surely reached — and
considerably exceeded — by the former New York Post reporter Steve
Dunleavy when he was a young man on a paper in opposition to his
father’s one. Both were assigned the same story, and Steve was so keen
to be first to the scene that he immobilised his father’s car by slashing
its tyres. (The shocking thing here is not the sabotage, but the crudity
of the method. In Britain, a matchstick thrust into a tyre valve was the
rather more dainty technique.)

But discovering that your rivals were already up and running in
their vehicle called for other measures. On the kinds of newspapers 1
have worked for, the sight of rivals in your wing mirror would provoke
no more than a sigh of regret, but to intensely competitive tabloid
reporters it was a cue to guerrilla action. Wensley Clarkson of the
London Sunday Mirror once persuaded a sex-change couple to tell
their complicated story to him and him alone. Rivals swarmed outside.
So he threw a blanket over the transsexual pair’s heads (to stop other
papers taking their photograph), bundled them into his car, and sped
off towards a hotel where he could interview them at his uninter-
rupted leisure. His competitors naturally set off in pursuit. What to
do? Well, Clarkson waited for the next set of traffic lights showing red,
got out of his car, ran back to that of his pursuers, and tapped on the
driver’s window. It opened. ‘Give me a break, guys,” he said. ‘No,’ they
replied, whereupon Clarkson reached inside, grabbed the car keys, and

threw them down a nearby drain. End of problem.
Being professional

This is the opposite of taking the attitude ‘that will do’, and it means
learning to be as efficient, thorough, and fast as your talents will allow.
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Enthusiasm and preparation

If ever offered a shift on a bigger paper (or magazine or website),
there are a couple of things you can do to make the most of it — apart
from turning up on time and being reasonably competent. First,
show a good grasp of the paper’s style and its audience; second,
demonstrate (as opposed to merely asserting) your enthusiasm. Two
examples from my own experience, both when | was on a suburban
weekly near London.

| was booked in to do a couple of days at the Sun, which, for
those who are not British, is the country’s top-selling daily, a tabloid
with big headlines and short words, and which then used a form of
journalese unique to itself. It was very different from my own paper.
So, in the week before my first shift, | made several trips to the
local library, and went through back issues of the paper compiling
my own Sun vocabulary, treating the paper as if it were a country |
would visit where | needed a phrasebook — not for speaking, but for
writing. Judging by the way | was asked back, it seemed to work.

A little later, | was asked to do a few Saturdays compiling the
sports results on the Observer. The second week, | took with me a
short piece on football I'd researched and written. The sports editor
promised to read it, and it appeared the next week — but re-written
under someone else’'s name. | tried again. This time it was re-written
only slightly, and had my by-line. My third offering was not changed
at all, and a couple of weeks after that (we're now about five weeks
after my first Saturday on the paper) they rang me and asked me
to write something. Within the month, they'd offered me a regular
writing slot, and, a couple of years later | was offered the job of
deputy sports editor. And all because, from the start, I'd shown
practical evidence of my enthusiasm.

And if you want a yardstick of professionalism, I can do no better
than cite the performance of Meyer Berger of the New York Times
on 7 September 1949. That morning, reports began to filter in of a
gunman randomly shooting people in Camden, New Jersey. Berger
was despatched, and by the time he reached the scene, a young army
veteran called Howard B. Unruh had shot dead 12 neighbours and

passers-by. For the next six hours, Berger retraced Unruls steps as he

went about his killing in the blocks around his East Camden home.
Berger interviewed 50 witnesses, including prosecutors who carried
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out the initial interview with the arrested killer, then went back to the
New York office, sat down, and wrote in just two and a half hours a
4,000 word account for the first edition, not one word of which was

changed by any editor. It began:

Howard B. Unruh, 28 years old, a mild, soft-spoken veteran of many
armored artillery battles in Italy, France, Austria, Belgium, and
Germany, killed twelve persons with a war souvenir Luger pistol
in his home block in East Camden this morning. He wounded
four others.

Unruh, a slender, hollow-cheeked six-footer paradoxically
devoted to scripture reading and to constant practice with firearms,
had no previous history of mental illness but specialists indicated
tonight that there was no doubt that he was a psychiatric case, and
that he had secretly nursed a persecution complex for two years
or more.

Berger’s story contained not a single quote stating the obvious, not
even half a sentence of police jargonese, and the words ‘shocking’,
‘tragic’, or ‘I’ do not appear once. And all written on a typewriter at
a rate of nearly 2,000 words an hour. The story brought Berger a
deserved Pulitzer. He gave the prize money to the killer’s traumatised
widowed mother.

Individuality

All around the world governments are getting ever more sophisticated
in their management of news, tightly controlling what information
they distribute and who gets it. In some places access to these channels
even involves reporters joining a kind of informal ‘club’, with rules
about what constitutes ‘responsible’ behaviour and the threat of
exclusion from the official information for those who stray. This is
unhealthy, as is the habit of reporters sometimes to co-operate with
each other, sharing quotes and phone numbers. But good reporters
should always be prepared to strike out on their own when necessary,
to go where no one else is going, and — when it does not work out —
take the flak. They are ready to spurn pre-digested meals from the
official spoon because they know there is something far tastier to be
found if only they go foraging for themselves.



WHAT MAKES A GOOD REPORTER?
Character

Almost any intelligent human being can, with sufficient application,
learn how to be a competent reporter. But to rise above that, to be
good or great, you must have real talent and flair for either research,
or writing, or both. And you should have the right kind of character;
for if there is one thing that separates outstanding reporters from the
ordinary, it is this.

Most of what I know about the personality of a true reporter I owe
to one man. He was ten years my junior and I only knew him for a few
brief years before he died from leukaemia at the age of 32, but he was
as near to perfection as a reporter as I ever expect to meet. He was the
chief reporter of the London Observer and his name was John Merritt.
This slim, sharp-faced young man had every virtue, and most of the
vices, needed in a great reporter. The first thing that struck me about
John, even before I realised he was a great reporter, was that people
liked him. He was open-looking and he could be funny, but the reason
people warmed to him was because he was interested in them and
showed it with his ouzgoing nature. This did not mean that he toured
the world with a fixed grin on his face, oozing phoney friendship,
greeting people like a game show host. But the ability to strike up
relationships with perfect strangers was of recurring assistance to
him. With rough and ready types (like fellow journalists) he could
drink, smoke and swear, and with bishops he could drink tea and talk
theology. Whatever he thought of people, he could be easy with them
and make them feel at ease with him.

This pleasantness masked, until he wanted it uncovered, the charac-
teristic which is typical of all classy reporters — dezermination. John had
a resolve both to find stories of the right standard and to fight through
all the obstacles, delays and evasiveness that he found between him
and the finished article. His determination was especially visible when
a particular piece of information was proving difficult to find. Then
he was prepared to sit at his desk for hours on end, making phone call
after phone call, trying all kinds of unlikely places until he had got
what he needed.

It helped a great deal that this determination was allied to
considerable amounts of that other great reporting quality — cheek. He
had the audacity to ring that top official at home, ask for a copy of that
report or that favour from a perfect stranger. You never heard from
him the poor reporter’s whine of ‘Oh, it’s no good asking for that,
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they would never speak to me’. He was careful about the timing of his
approach, but never shied away from making the call. “The worst they
can say is bugger off,” he would say as he picked up the phone to try
one last call — and often that call produced the goods. John was never
afraid to ask.

Neither was he afraid of much else, least of all threats, hard work,
big name officials or governments. This was not due to arrogance
(although he had plenty of that at times), but the passion and sense
of injustice that he brought with him to work. John was not a saint
(anybody who disagreed with him in the office was soon aware of his
sharp tongue), but he cared deeply about the victims of society and
governments. He saw it as a major part of his job to give a voice to
those who did not have one.

For him, impartiality did not mean indifference; it did not mean
being inoculated against caring about wrongs in society. He believed
that anger and a sense of injustice should constantly inspire journalists,
informing their judgements about the subjects to be tackled and
powering their enquiries to their end. John could write light stories,
but he was distinguished for the stories he wrote about the victims of
torture throughout the world, the homeless and their exploitation by
greedy landlords, and the appalling conditions in which the mentally
handicapped were kept in places like Greece. But he was always
professional — he never forgot the difference between a story and a
sermon.

He also had, to an extent that was overwhelming at times,
enthusiasm. It is easy for a reporter to be excited by a big story, but the
test of their quality is whether they have the appetite to make the best
of the unpromising-looking story. John had this enthusiasm, always
prepared to come in early and stay late when necessary. And not just
in the office. Reporters who fly into meetings or press conferences or
any other assignment at the last minute and then leave at the earliest
opportunity may think this is how the grown-ups behave, but it isn't.
Good reporters often get stories by being at meetings early or hanging
around late and talking to officials.

Then there was his incessant curiosity. He asked questions.
Constantly. John Merritt was interested in anything and everything.
He wanted to find out why things are like they are, what they are, why
they work, or don't work. Wherever he went, he never stopped asking
questions. He could probably have found a story in the middle of an
empty field.



WHAT MAKES A GOOD REPORTER?

A great reporter

If one was to select one piece of reporting that in its quality and
impact represents the best of journalism, one could do a lot worse
than go back a century and a quarter to a Central Europe riven by
nationalist claims and systematic violence. The story started with
allegations of atrocities, the simultaneous lying of several governments,
censorship and a dying empire. It drew in Turkey, Russia, Britain and
a nascent Bulgaria, continued with heroism and a war, and concluded
with nothing less than the creation of several new nations in the
re-drawing of the map of Europe. And what tied all these disparate
strands together was a former St. Petersburg correspondent, an Irish-
American called Januarius Aloysius MacGahan.

Even by the adventurous standards of his day, MacGahan was a
thrill-seeker of the first order. In an age when men in an international
hurry used the horse and the steamship, MacGahan in five hasty years
reported from the Paris Commune (where he was imprisoned), the
court of St. Petersburg, Central Asia, Cuba, the Arctic, the Caucasus
and the Pyrenees. Famously distinguished for his impartiality and
sharp eye, MacGahan was also never one to shirk a challenge. In 1875
he sailed through the Arctic’s ice-choked waters in a wooden boat
and two years earlier he defied a Russian embargo on reporters to
make a remarkable ride over the Central Asian steppes. His goal was
to catch up with a Russian military expedition on its way to Turkestan.
Cossacks bent on his destruction pursued him for nearly 1,000 miles
but after 29 days, accompanied by two attendants, sometimes forced
to wade knee-deep in sand and several times lost, he reached the camp.
His towering reputation for reliability and bravery reached new peaks.

By the summer of 1876, this 32-year-old reporter was in London
with his Russian-born wife, Barbara, and a young son. He was planning
a third book and some rest. But his relaxation was short-lived. The
Daily News, a prominent liberal London paper, contacted him. They
had an urgent assignment.

The News was in some trouble. A day or so before, on 23 June, they
had published a story from their man in Constantinople, Sir Edwin
Pears, based on rumours of terrible atrocities in southern Bulgaria by
Turkish forces against the Christian population. The British Foreign
Office was furious. So too was the pro-Turkish Prime Minister,
Benjamin Disraeli. Describing the reports as ‘coffee-house babble’, he
flatly denied them and openly charged the paper with misreporting
and with, that old standard whine of the politicians, ‘irresponsibility’.
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The Turks, who had imposed a total censorship on events, denied the
whole thing.

It was now up to the News to prove their charges, or humiliatingly
to climb down. So they sent for MacGahan and commissioned him
to go to Bulgaria and try to discover the truth. By early July he was on
his way; by the middle of the month he was there, investigating and
interviewing hundreds of survivors. What he found was beyond even
his hardened imaginings: the frenzied and wholesale butchery of some
12,000 Bulgarian men, women and children.

In the first of his dispatches, published by the News on 28 July,
MacGahan wrote: I think I came in a fair and impartial frame of mind
... I fear I am no longer impartial, and I am certainly no longer cool
... His most telling account was from the village of Batak. Despite
his own remarks about impartiality, it is a model of how the controlled
reporting of facts, rather than emotions, is the most effective form of
journalism:

As we approached the middle of the town, bones, skeletons, and
skulls became more numerous. There was not a house beneath the
ruins of which we did not perceive human remains, and the street
besides was strewn with them... The church was not a very large
one, and it was surrounded by a low stone wall, enclosing a small
churchyard about fifty yards wide by seventy-five long. At first we
perceive nothing in particular, ... but upon inspection we discover
that what appeared to be a mass of stones and rubbish was in reality
an immense heap of human bodies covered over with a thin layer
of stones.

... We were told there were three thousand people lying here in
this little churchyard alone ... There were little curly heads there in
that festering mass, crushed down by heavy stones; little feet not as
long as your finger on which the flesh was dried hard by the ardent
heat before it had time to decompose; little baby hands stretched
out as if for help; babes that had died wondering at the bright gleam
of sabres and the red hands of the fierce-eyed men who wielded
them; children who had died shrinking with fright and terror; young
girls who had died weeping and sobbing and begging for mercy;
mothers who died trying to shield their little ones with their own
weak bodies, all lying there together, festering in one horrid mass.

They were silent enough now. There are no tears nor cries, no
weeping, no shrieks of terror, nor prayers for mercy. The harvests
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are rotting in the fields, and the reapers are rotting here in the

churchyard.

MacGahan’s reports (which were reprinted across the world and later
published as a booklet in many languages) instantly detonated a chain
reaction of enormous proportions. Amid the worldwide indignation
that followed, the British government was forced to concede the truth,
pressure for military intervention built up and, in the spring of 1877,
Russia launched a war against Turkey.

Eighty correspondents arrived to cover the Russian side but such
were the rigours of the campaign that by its end less than a year later,
only four of the original reporters were still in the field. MacGahan,
of course, was among them. He had gone off to war with one foot
in plaster, after injuring it in a fall. He ignored this and two further
accidents which seriously crippled him, and carried on reporting,
watching the fighting from a gun carriage. Six months and two treaties
later, the nations of Bulgaria, Serbia, Montenegro and Romania had
come into being, Russia was enlarged and the British had Cyprus.

MacGahan, however, was not alive to report it. A few weeks after the
end of the war he went to Constantinople to nurse his friend, Francis
Greene, through typhoid fever. Greene survived, but MacGahan
caught it himself and on 9 June 1877 he died, aged 34. The Bulgarians,
who had already christened him “The Liberator’, buried him in Pera,
masses were said for his soul in St. Petersburg and he was mourned
in London, Paris and America. In Sofia a statue was erected to him
and for years afterwards his death was commemorated with an annual
requiem at Tirnova.

Five years later his body was brought by an American warship to
New York, where it lay in state in City Hall, and thence was taken
to its final resting place in New Lexington, Ohio. His wife, who had
been the Russian correspondent of the New York Herald, crossed the
ocean with her husband’s body and became the American corre-
spondent for the Moscow paper, Russkaya Viedmosti. Later that year
an official inquiry confirmed, in the cool calm of hindsight, everything
that MacGahan had written from the chaotic killing fields of Bulgaria.

Universal journalism is nothing new.
Getting the right start

Your first job has to satisfy two criteria: you will be researching and
writing stories all day long; and an editor will supervise you, point
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out your failings, and teach you things. Regrettably, there are jobs
offered to recent graduates that fall down on both counts. Working on
the website of a major newspaper is an example. You will spend your
days putting code on stories written by the paper’s reporters, finding
a few relevant links to other sites, writing headlines, and sometimes
not even that, merely rendering online what’s in the paper. If you are
ever allowed to write something it will not be very often, and it is
unlikely there will be an experienced old hand to tell you how your
stories could be improved. By all means take such a job for a short
time to buck up your CV, but be aware that any job which does not
involve daily reporting under expert supervision is likely to prove a
career cul-de-sac.

Whenever you find hundreds and thousands of sane people trying to get
out of a place and a little bunch of madmen trying fo get in, you know
the latter are reporters.

H.R. Knickerbocker



2

The Limitations of Journalism

Newspapers are owned by individuals and corporations, but freedom of
the press belongs to the people.
Anon

Every daily newspaper ought to print a disclaimer in each issue. It
would read something like this:

This paper, and the hundreds of thousands of words it contains,
has been produced in about 15 hours by a group of fallible human
beings, working out of cramped offices while trying to find out what
happened in the world from people who are sometimes reluctant to
tell us and, at other times, positively obstructive.

There are limits to the process of journalism. Shortage of time
and the frequent unavailability of information are two which are
endemic. So too are the errors that journalists make when working
under pressure. There are also limitations on good journalism which
are created by journalists themselves and by those who control or own
newspapers. One of this trade’s great myths is that coverage of events
is shaped by a paper’s style and news values. Would that it was all as
simple as that. Instead, the quality and nature of a paper’s journalism is
also shaped by the owners’ priorities, the prevailing journalistic culture
and what readers’values are perceived to be. And there is often conflict
between these factors.

Owners’ priorities

Owners may pay lip service to concepts of truth, light and the
virtuous way, but they are generally in the business to make money
or propaganda or both. The way those who control newspapers’ purse
strings use them for propaganda is so well attested that it does not
need re-stating with all its gory details here. Promotion of their own
views, exclusion of opposing ones, slanting coverage to fit a point of
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view or commercial interests and pursuing personal vendettas are
major themes of press history.

One example will suffice: William Randolph Hearst, the American
newspaper magnate who behaved all his life as if he and honesty had
never been properly introduced. He it was who, when a film called
Citizen Kane was made patently based on his life, offered money to the
studio to have the master and all prints destroyed before distribution.
When that failed he had his gossip columnist, Louella Parsons, ring
studio executives and distributors and threaten them with the exposure
of personal details. She told them: ‘Mr Hearst says that if you boys
want private lives, he’ll give you private lives.’

Like many non-corporate newspaper owners, Hearst paid his
journalists very well; not through philanthropy but because it meant
he had stafts who, through fear of the sack or a wish for the high-life
to continue, compliantly shaped the news to fit their proprietors’
prejudices. Once bedded in, they rarely needed specific instructions
but would echo their master’s voice unbidden. The pattern is a familiar
one. In 1919, for example, Hearst papers reported the outbreak of
communist revolution in Turin. The story was illustrated by a picture
of workers armed with swords, guns, and bayonets, standing in front
of a wall at the Fiat factory on which was daubed ‘Viva Lenin’. It later
turned out that the man who took the pictures, Ariel Vargas, had paid
someone to paint the slogan on the factory walls, toured antique shops
buying up every old weapon he could find, handed them to the ‘rev-
olutionaries’, and told them not to laugh while he took their picture.
Why? Well, his New York office had heard rumours of an uprising and
evidence of it, true or otherwise, was what he felt he had to give them.
Nothing, however, better illustrates Hearst’s attitude towards
journalism, and that of many other proprietors down the years,
than one exchange of cables from 1898. Hearst was very anxious,
for personal political reasons and circulation purposes, that there
should be a Spanish-American war over Cuba. His main paper, the
New York Journal, ran slanted, jingoistic stories with lurid, distorted
headlines (‘Feeding Prisoners To The Sharks’ and “The Worst Insult
to the United States In Its History’, etc.). He also sent his staff on
all kinds of escapades to find evidence of Spanish ‘atrocities’. The
honest ones filed nothing (and found their careers suffering), others
used their imaginations. One of the former was an artist called
Frederic Remington. Finding all quiet and no bloodshed, he cabled
Hearst: “There will be no war. I wish to return.’ Legend has it Hearst
replied: ‘Please remain. You furnish pictures. I will furnish war.’
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Whether he sent such a cable is now widely doubted, but by running
a series of distorted and invented stories, he duly did help supply the
resultant conflict.

(Eccentricity was also often a hallmark of the single proprietor.
Colonel Robert McCormick, owner of the Chicago Tribune, once
ordered his Paris correspondent William Shirer to the French
countryside to try to locate a pair of binoculars he had left in a barn
nine years before. The champion lulu, however, was James Gordon
Bennett Jor. Not only did he insist his International Herald Tribune
print the same weather report for 24 years, but also once marched into
its offices and dismissed all the men standing on the right hand side of
the room, sacked a music critic for the length of his hair and celebrated
New Year’s Day 1877 at the home of his fiancée’s parents by urinating
in the fireplace and then fighting a duel with her brother.)

His father was rather nicer for journalists to know. He commissioned
Henry Morton Stanley to search for missionary David Livingstone,
then lost in Central Africa. Before he left, Stanley told Bennett he was
worried about the cost of the assignment. Bennett said: ‘Well, I will
tell you what you will do. Draw a thousand pounds now; and when
you have gone through that draw another thousand, and when that is
spent, draw another thousand, and when you have finished that draw
another thousand, and so on. But find Livingstone!’

Nowadays owners are far more likely to be a corporation and their
propaganda requirements are likely to be confined to supporting
a known political party, stroking politicians able to favour them (or
kicking those who can’t) and urging stories that aid and abet their
business interests. As a general rule, corporate owners are less active
propagandists than individual proprietors and some show very little
interest in editorials until it frightens the advertisers. What they are
supremely focused on is maximising profit margins and urgently so if
their debt is being financed by outsiders. This has meant, in the last two
decades of the twentieth century, a concentration on lowering costs
and, especially in monopoly situations, a fierce reduction of editorial
staff. The experience of the regional weekly I once edited, which has
seen its newsroom cut from 21 reporters to fewer than 10, is common.

The result, in terms of coverage and of scrutinising officialdom, has
been devastating. In the case of covering local authorities, for instance,
the former practice of assigning a reporter to track each department
(education, leisure, environmental health, social services, etc.), has
now been widely abandoned. Add the proliferation of public relations
departments at local councils, health authorities, etc., and you have the
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recipe for coverage that is haphazard at best and spoonfed at worst.
These staff cuts, and the expectation of more stories per reporter
than was once the case (often formalised into half-baked schemes to
measure reporters’ ‘output’), has meant that many reporters who now
pass their days glued to a telephone behind a desk would not recognise
the experiences of their predecessors, only a generation ago, who
routinely tramped the streets meeting contacts (and readers) in search
of stories. If that sounds like nostalgia, look around your newsroom,
imagine its staff doubled and think how your coverage (and your own
working life) would be changed. Owners’ priorities have probably
imposed more limitations on how journalism is practised than any
other factor in the last 20 years.

The journalistic culture

This culture sets what editors and their executives regard as a good
story or dismiss as ‘boring’ and determines the subjects they think of
as ‘sexy’and those that are not. It also creates the moral atmosphere of
a paper and is thus far more responsible for the ethics that are in daily
use on a paper than any theoretical commandments.

In this culture, one of the most admired skills is ‘a nose for a story’.
This can either be a genuine ability to see meaning and interest in what
others might overlook, or, in its degenerate form, the artful technique
of presenting the mundane as the unusual. This journalistic conjuring
trick is normally performed by excluding context, as when, in the early
1980s, the editor of the New York Daily Post filled the front page on a
slow news day by asking reporters to collect details of every little crime
committed in the city and then wrote them together in one breathless
story under the headline ‘Mayhem On Our Streets’.

A feature of such dishonest ingenuity is that a broadly accurate series
of parts add up to a totally inaccurate whole. And it is not just admired
on the tabloid papers where it originated. It has a wide influence on
what is thought to be smart, slick behaviour everywhere. Sleight of
hand with the facts and judiciously selecting information that is then
presented out of its true setting is often copied, albeit in a milder form,
throughout journalism. Part of this is unavoidable because any reality,
which by its very nature is messy and complicated, has to be simplified,
or at least have language and coherence imposed upon it, when it is
related in words. A lot of journalism, however, wilfully omits context
and unduly magnifies this effect for the sake of rendering reality in a
more dramatic way. After a while the process is barely a conscious one.
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The culture of mass-market papers also prizes the writing of facile
narratives. What is involved here is certainly some talent, but also, far
more, a stretching of facts and the meaning of words to give an arresting
construct. Its most common form is where the story is given a false
intro by deducing from some of the elements some spuriously dramatic
(but probably far-fetched) possibility. The giveaway is often the words
‘could’, ‘may’ or ‘claims’. As with the conjuring tricks referred to above,
the sneakiness is in the way in which some sort of plausible defence
of each component can be mounted. The finished article, however,
still amounts to a lie. Neither is the writing and editing process on
more serious, ‘quality’ papers free of this corruption. There it originates
with the desk editors who talk of ‘running the story through their
machines’to ‘beef it up’. Often stories do benefit from such attentions,
but frequently this amounts to, and is openly acknowledged as, putting
a synthetic gloss on a story, stretching the implications of each fact to
the utmost and thus producing a misleading overall picture.

And what is done in the editing process today is liable to be done at
the reporting stage tomorrow. Reporters competing to get their stories
published anticipate executive values and are prepared (or feel obliged)
to adopt practices which are at odds with their private values. This
professional schizophrenia is at its most chronic where the prevailing
culture is known to favour stories that are composed of vivid blacks or
whites and not the messy greys and ambiguous mid-tones of reality.

To an extent all journalism favours such stories. A story where A
cheats B with provably false documents and then uses the ill-gotten
gains to live it up in the Caribbean, is obviously more immediately
interesting to all of us than one where A and B are in dispute over a deal,
both are claiming to be cheated and the trip to warmer climes turns
out to be a business visit to service off-shore accounts. In any language,
for any paper, the first version of that story would be preferred to the
second. It is more unusual and it patently has greater news value. The
problem is that such preferences get understandably formalised into
the journalistic culture. Reporters and editors, knowing that simplistic
stories of black and white are the most attractive to editors, can then
look for these to the exclusion of more subtle, and certainly more
realistic, tales. Worse is the way that this view of what constitutes a
‘good, hard story’ can affect the research and writing and rob a story of
balance. There is an unconscious tendency to stop asking questions at
the nice and simple, clear-cut stage. ‘Don’t check it out too closely’ is
the cynical, sniggering advice of too many news editors.
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Crime reporting

Working for the Independent on Sunday, | often wrote a big read
on a major story that broke during the week. The basic tale would
be known, and it was my job to tell it in the kind of detail that daily
papers had neither the space or the time for. It was not unlike using
real facts to construct a short story, and so give the events some
sort of shape.

A memorable one was in 2008, on the most bizarre major crime
of my lifetime: Josef Fritzl's imprisoning of his daughter Elisabeth
in a cellar for 24 years, his repeated raping of her, and incestuous
fathering of an entire brood of children, some of whom never saw
daylight until their release. The story broke mid-week, and | gathered
material and spoke to a few people over two days, a more profitable
use of time, in the internet age, than flying out to Austria to stand
behind a police cordon and interview neighbours who, having failed
to notice anything in 24 years, were unlikely to have anything useful
to say. The result was 3,200 words which began:

He was a very good family man, was Josef Fritzl. In his home town
of Amstetten just eight days ago, they'd have been adamant
about that. Hadn't he brought his seven children up to be good
boys and girls? Always so polite; just like their father. And when
that silly daughter of his ran off to join this religious cult, had
he bothered people? No. Even when the little hussy had three
children and dumped them on his doorstep, did he complain?
No. He just took them in and raised them as his own. . . . He really
was a very good family man.

And then, everything began to change.

One of the subterranean children — a girl of 19 — became so ill that
Fritzl took her to hospital. She deteriorated, and, a week later, the
old monster brought her mother Elisabeth out of the dungeon to

It is not a very large step from this to regarding news as something
to be packaged to conform to a pre-conceived recipe, or formula.
On mass-market papers in particular, editors are determined to have
stories of certain types — light, frothy ones or breathless, dramatic
ones. Executives hear of a story in the early stages, decide the kind
of headline or treatment they want and then they (or the reporter)
organise the facts or the treatment of them to force the story into the
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see her. Police, suspecting child neglect, interviewed Elisabeth and

the whole hideous story came out. She had not run away to join a
cult. Instead, one night in 1984:

... Fritzl sedated his 18-year-old daughter, and hauled her down
to his basement and over to a cupboard. He moved this to reveal
a 3ft-high door, took her and himself . . . into the cramped and
primitive rooms that were to be her sole environment for the next
24 years. He raped her, and then manacled her to an iron pipe,
returning every so often to feed her and repeat the rape . . . For
the next five years, Elisabeth lived here alone, her entire universe
consisting, at its largest, of 60sq yards, defined by 5ft 6in-high
ceilings and guarded by an electronically operated steel door.
She was as trapped as an insect in a jar.

She had seven children in all, each delivered by the man who

was her father, captor and rapist. One died; three who he thought
too noisy and tearful to remain underground he brought out and
pretended Elizabeth had dumped them outside his home. The
‘good family man’ adopted one and fostered the other two.

For the end of the piece, | had a thought. Fritzl was well above

the age men have heart attacks:

Imagine if Fritzl had keeled over before his captives had been
released . . . What then? A funeral with his widow, seven children
and three ‘grandchildren’ in weeping attendance; local traders
turning up to pay their respects, and a few old lads from the
fishing club come along to salute their fellow angler. And,
afterwards, a few eats and drinks at the Fritzl house.

All the while, beneath their feet, Elisabeth, Kerstin, Stefan
and Felix Fritzl would have been slowly starving to death, their
hammerings and shouts insulated. How long would it have
been before their skeletons were found? Ten years? Twenty? Or
maybe never.

formula. It is journalism by headline. It presents to readers a world
where the extraordinary always happens, there are only certainties and

simplicities, rights and wrongs, and only stereotypes exist.

British papers are far worse offenders in this than American ones.
For various reasons, the most powerful of which is the influence of
the national mass market press, there is a pervasive ‘journalistic’ style
of writing, of deploying ‘journalese’. Entire newspapers are filled with
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tired old puns, hackneyed ideas (no story about cats are complete
without a reference to ‘nine lives), clichés, and a jaunty and routine
hyping (political disagreements, for instance, being described as a
‘furious row’). For reasons that are beyond sense or explanation, many
journalism trainers and not a few news editors actively encourage
such unoriginal and limited language as evidence of ‘professional-
ism’. There is something almost totalitarian about the widespread
insistence on this journalese. In America, lacking a tabloid press that
has any influence on what is thought to be good journalism, there is far
less conforming to a ‘journalistic style’. News and feature writers are
allowed far more latitude, and the result is better writing. And the US
press takes the study of writing far more seriously than all but isolated
pockets of its British counterpart. Some US papers bring in writing
coaches. Suggest this to a British paper, and youd probably be sent to
the company doctor for medication.

These are the limitations of the journalistic process seen at their
most extreme. Many papers do not go this far, but those that do, and
those journalists on other papers who have absorbed some of this
culture, have one standard answer to objections: the readers. No group
of people are more often invoked to defend the otherwise indefensible.
No group of people have their appetites more regularly or wilfully
taken for granted, nor their vocabularies and intelligence more pat-
ronisingly underestimated. “Time to go and write my 200 words for
people who move their lips when they read’, as one British tabloid
correspondent always used to say.

Readers’ values

Readers are the ones in whose names stories and subjects are selected,
treatments applied, intros written and re-written, and presentation and
design carried out. Yet, of all the conflicting elements in journalism —
those who supply potential information (sources), those who process
it (reporters, editors, owners or controllers) and those who consume
it (readers) — the latter are the only ones who are not actually present
during its creation. Their tastes have to be anticipated.

Newspapers in established, sophisticated markets do this in a
variety of ways. They and their journalists build up over the years,
through responses they have had to stories, readers’ letters, telephone
calls, complaints and so forth, an anecdotal ‘knowledge’ of what their
readers want. Or rather what they believe their readers want. This
internal folklore may or may not be successful and it may or may not
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be accurate. Unless it is put to the test with some serious research, no
one will ever know.

Often it is not. It is instead combined with the prejudices of
journalists, executives and owners to produce a highly personalised
idea of what readers want, or what they think they ought to want.
Times without number one hears in editorial conferences the phrase,
‘What the reader wants is ...". Too often this is based on the speaker’s
own preferences and tastes, or those of friends; or, even worse, those
he or she wants to impress.

A danger here is that journalists often inhabit circles and have
lifestyles, habits and tastes that are far removed from those of their
readers. They might, if they are a ‘serious’ journalist, mix constantly
with figures in authority and officials and so absorb some of their
values. In many developed countries the payment of relatively fancy
salaries on many papers has meant that journalists breathe a different
air, eat different meat and live a life far removed from that experienced
by their readers. It takes more imagination than most such journalists
have to appreciate that the restaurants they dine at, the clothes they
buy and the holidays they take are not pleasures enjoyed by their
readers. And if they do use their imagination, they run the risk of
conjuring up a patronising pastiche of their readers’ tastes.

Research, if scientifically done, is part of the answer. Some papers
rightly use research companies to find out as much as they can about
readers: ages, male/female ratio, incomes, occupations, education,
interests, concerns, tastes, how they spend their leisure time, spending
patterns, etc. They then know, for instance, how many of their readers
aged 35-50 take holidays in France, or how many aged 25-35 own a
mobile phone. The only problem is that this information is collected
for the benefit of the advertising department and is only rarely passed
to journalists.

The research normally initiated by the editorial department is into
reader attitudes, both to the paper and to the issues and subjects they
might cover. This can either be simple surveys via a form printed in
the paper, ‘readers’ panels’, or by research companies whose structured
questioning finds out what people do read (or, rather, what they claim
to read). Surveys are, however, strung about with trip-wires for the
unwary. They should ask very specific questions on detailed points of
the paper’s coverage. It is no good asking people if they want more
news — of course they do, but what kind? And what would they like
less of to make room for it? Then there is the problem of respondents
telling researchers what they think they want to hear, or, even worse,
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stating preferences that they would like to be thought of as having,
rather than their real ones.

Just after 1945, the British News Of The World was the largest-
selling paper in the world. Each Sunday some 7,000,000 copies were
sold to people who lapped up its diet of murders and sex cases. A few
‘respectable’ features were mixed in. Then the editor had a hunch that
morals and tastes were changing and so commissioned a survey. Men
were hired to visit readers’ homes and quiz them about what they liked
and did not like in the paper. Since this work was done during the day,
it was mainly women who answered the door. None, understandably,
was prepared to say to their male inquisitors: ‘Yes, I like the rape cases
and the indecency and my husband is very fond of stories about priests
and small boys.’ Instead, respondents assured the researchers that they
only took the paper for the respectable features. The editor read the
results and immediately dropped all mention of sex from the paper.
After just two weeks, circulation had fallen by 500,000. By the third
week, the paper had a new editor, the content returned to its seedy
normality and sales eventually reached 8,500,000.

Readers do have a disorientating tendency to say they like one thing
while preferring another and publicly disdain some forms of journalism
while consuming them avidly in private. That is why some researchers
use two-way mirrors to observe a focus group reading a paper or unin-
hibitedly discussing its contents. There are even visor-like devices
which fit on to people’s heads, monitor their eye movement and so give
a precise record of what they read, merely glance at, or ignore. If the
technology or money is not available for those black arts, there is an
alternative which, for journalists, is probably more effective than any
research. That is to spend as much time as possible with readers and
observing them. How many journalists have ever stood and watched
people as they select a paper at the newsstands? Or studied them in
bars or on trains and seen how they read papers? This is all part of the
unquenchable curiosity that journalists should have about readers. It
should make them want to talk to them at every opportunity, meet
them and get to know as much as they can about them.

Many newspaper managements are under the mistaken impression
that their website’s league table of ‘Most Read’ stories is a reliable
guide to what should be going in the paper. Not so. Newspaper readers
are people who buy the paper (or they live with someone who does);
online viewers are different. They may receive a digital version of the
paper and read it pretty thoroughly, but most of them will be visitors
sent to the story by a web link, or recommendation on social media.
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Once they have read the story (or sampled it), they return to their
original site, or go elsewhere. This is why stories about a six-legged
cow born in Bavaria, or a wedding reception in Arkansas that ends in
a pitched fight between the families are the ones that top ‘most read’
tables, whereas serious investigations do not.

Adpvertisers are the other element in the paper’s audience and for
smaller circulation papers they are economically more important
than readers. This commercial power is what makes many think
that advertisers are continuously exercising this muscle to intimidate
papers into tailoring their coverage to suit them. The surprise is that
the instances of this, and there are many, are not even more frequent.
Of course large advertisers have sometimes withdrawn advertising in
protest of a paper’s coverage (or lack of it), many have threatened to
do so and even more have tried a chummy phone call to an editor or
publisher to get their way. And some have succeeded.

The dangers of this are greatest when papers, normally provincial
ones, are inordinately dependent on one advertiser or group of
advertisers. But far more common than this overt pressure is the
influence of potential advertisers on feature coverage. Editors are often
under enormous pressure from the commercial side of the paper to
run features on certain subjects because it is known, or anticipated,
that this will generate advertising. This can result in some subjects
getting more attention than they otherwise would. A lot of this is
relatively harmless in itself, but then proves to be the precursor of more
demanding attentions.

These limitations on the journalistic process — the ones endemic
to information gathering and those imposed by owners’ priorities,
editorial culture and readers’ tastes — mean that perhaps the disclaimer
suggested for most papers at the opening of this chapter should be a
little longer:

This paper, and the hundreds of thousands of words it contains,
has been produced in about 15 hours by a group of fallible human
beings, working out of cramped offices while trying to find out
about what happened in the world from people who are sometimes
reluctant to tell us and, at other times, positively obstructive.

Its content has been determined by a series of subjective
judgements made by reporters and executives, tempered by what
they know to be the editor’s, owner’s and readers’ prejudices. Some
stories appear here without essential context as this would make
them less dramatic or coherent and some of the language employed
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has been deliberately chosen for its emotional impact, rather than
its accuracy. Some features are printed solely to attract certain
advertisers.

These limitations have all the inevitability of recurring bad dreams.
In the end, journalists have only one answer to them: to develop
universal standards and skills and act upon them. They are our only
protection. If journalists do that, they can beat the limitations. It can
be done; for every day, somewhere on this planet, it is being done.
Reporters are exposing corruption, uncovering negligence, revealing
dangers, unmasking criminals and reporting hard facts that someone
wanted kept secret. Papers are publishing information and, to
paraphrase 7he Times’ editor of a century ago, making it the common
property of the people. Even bad newspapers do more good than harm
—and you can't say that about governments.

1 cannot give you the formula for success, but I can give you the formula

Jfor failure — which is: try to please everybody.
Herbert Bayard Swope, US editor
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3
What Is News?

Newspapers are unable, seemingly, to discriminate between a bicycle
accident and the collapse of civilisation.

George Bernard Shaw

A newspaper’s role is to find out fresh information on matters of
public interest and to relay it as quickly and as accurately as possible
to readers in an honest and balanced way. That’s it. It may do lots of
other things, like telling them what it thinks about the latest movies,
how to plant potatoes, what kind of day Taureans might have or why
the government should resign. But without fresh information it will be
merely a commentary on things already known. Interesting, perhaps,
stimulating even; but comment is not news. Information is.

The oft-quoted dictum on this issue was written by C.P. Scott, the
editor of the then Manchester Guardian, in a signed editorial on 5 May
1921. He wrote that the newspaper’s:

...primary office is the gathering of news. At the peril of its soul it
must see that the supply is not tainted. Neither in what it gives, nor
in what it does not give, nor in the mode of presentation, must the
unclouded face of truth suffer wrong.

This is a tall, if not impossible, order. But then he added, and this is
the bit that has since been trotted out a million times, ‘Comment is
free but facts are sacred’.

The real point of this statement is what it says about the comparative
values of facts and comment. If you take a room full of journalists
and ask them who has got an opinion on an important topical news
event, every hand will go up. Ask who has some fresh, unpublished
information on this event and almost every hand will go down. The
fact is that almost everyone has a comment, be it interesting or not,
and very few have new information. The one is a commonplace, the
other is a thing of scarcity and hence value.
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What is news?

There are almost as many definitions of news as there are stories. The
most common hackneyed definition is one coined in 1882 by John
B. Bogart, city editor of the New York Sun: it is not news if a dog
bites a man, but it is news if a man bites a dog. This reminds us that
news is the unusual. But there is more to news than that. It is also
something fresh, something that people have not heard before and,
crucially, is of interest to readers. That means not just matters which
affect the public or have an impact on public life, but also what is of
interest to the public. News of a divorce between two well-known
actors is not a matter that is iz the public’s interest, but it is of interest
to the public. The best illustration of this is still the old New Yorker
cartoon of two men on a train. One holds a paper headlined ‘Lots
of Important Stuff You Have to Know’ and the other has a paper
headlined ‘Rumors, Gossip and Wacky Stunts’. The joke is that the
one with ‘Lots of Important Stuff’ can’t keep his eyes off ‘Rumors,
Gossip and Wacky Stunts’.

News values

News then is the fresh, unpublished, unusual and generally interesting.
The first three elements can nearly always be objectively established,
it is the last part — what is generally interesting? — that causes all the
arguments every day in newsrooms around the world.

There is not generally a problem at the two extremes. If 450
people are killed when a plane carrying the President crashes onto a
city-centre department store, that is plainly very big news, guaranteed
to make anyone who reads it say ‘Wow!’, even if only to themselves.
On the other hand, I have just bought a new car. Is that news? It is
fresh, unpublished and it is certainly unusual. But it’s not news because
it is only of interest to my family, bank manager and car dealer.

It is all the stories in between these two extremes that journalists
argue about, trying to decide if a story is strong or ‘sexy’, worth 200
words or 700, a news brief or a splash lead on page one. To the novice
it is, along with intros, one of the great mysteries of their working lives,
made all the more impenetrable by the ease with which experienced
hands pass swift and seemingly sure judgement on a story. Fortunately,
there is some detailed and practical help available.
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News value factors

Let’s get one thing established at the outset: there is no escaping
subjectivity in judging news stories. It pervades the whole process
of journalism and no reporter or news editor, try as they might pro-
fessionally to suppress their own prejudices, will ever be able to do
so completely. This is most obvious when they judge the basic story
subject. I think homelessness is interesting and important, you think it
is inevitable and boring. Such subjectivity, although unavoidable, is an
ever-present danger, especially when journalists (often news editors)
try to pass off their personal prejudices as objectivity. Awareness of the
tendency is, however, some protection against its worst excesses.

Subjectivity is not what a lot of young journalists see when they first
step into a newsroom. Nor, sometimes to their amazement, do they
often witness lengthy debates on a story’s virtues. Instead they see a lot
of news judgements being made swiftly and surely and seemingly based
on nothing more scientific than gut feeling. The process is, however, a
lot more measured than that. It just appears to be instinctive because
a lot of the calculations that go into deciding a story’s strength have
been learnt to the point where they are made very rapidly — sometimes
too rapidly.

The following is an attempt to identify what is — or should be —
whirring around inside journalists’ heads when they judge a news
story. For want of a better phrase, we can call them news value factors.
There are eight of them. Five are concerned with the story (subject,
news fashion, development, source, knowledge and timing); one with
audience (the readers); and another with the world that the audience
and paper inhabit (context).

Subject

This is the broad category that the story falls under — crime,
environment, health, diplomacy, economy, consumer, military, politics
and so forth. All subjects are in theory equal, but some are more equal
than others. Crime, for instance, has a higher value than fashion
because it is patently of broader interest. Each of these categories then
breaks down into sub-divisions, for example, crime breaks down into
murder, fraud, abduction, racketeering, drugs, robbery, blackmail, rape,
assault, etc. For the general audience, each of these has its own rough
value which is normally based on its rarity in a given society or area.
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This is where ‘context’ (see below) comes in. For instance, abductions
generally have more news value than assaults because they are rarer.

News fashion

There is also such a factor as news fashion — subjects which suddenly
swim into the news consciousness and are, for a time, flavour of the
month. This is seen at its most glaring in activities which have perhaps
been around for a long time in a fairly unobtrusive way, but which
suddenly acquire a phrase or word to describe them. Under the new
catchy title they then get reported out of all proportion. Robbing
people in the street, bust-ups between motorists and using cars to
break into premises have been around for as long as there have been
streets and cars. But given the names ‘mugging’, road rage’ and ‘ram
raiding’ they acquire an extra frisson and become the news fashion for
a time.

The history of this phenomena goes back a long way. In 1862, The
Times whipped up a fair old panic over the sudden outbreak of what
the paper called ‘garotting’— attacks from behind. In some areas, when
the stories were at their height, people refused to leave their homes.
The panic, however, soon subsided. Since then, news fashions have
included the Great Cyclist Terror of 1890s, when the Daily Graphic set
middle-class hearts aflutter with reports of hordes of cyclists who ‘rang
their bells and expected people to get out of the way while pedalling
as fast as eight to ten miles an hour.” In the 1950s every working class
male youth was a Teddy Boy, in the 1960s every biker a rocker, in
the 1970s every long-haired youth was a drug-crazed hippie, in the
1980s every large gathering of the young was an acid house party and
in the 1990s every minor contretemps between motorists was ‘road
rage’. Easy to sneer now, but hard to resist when everyone is talking
about the latest scare. Some stories coolly examining the data on the
phenomena are usually the antidote.

There are other, more lasting, mood swings in the news business.
Some are due to changing lifestyles and technology; others are not.
Thirty years ago, investigations, stories about consumer rights, and
examinations of poverty and deprivation were very prevalent. These
days they have been replace