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So wrote Noel Annan, the late Provost of King’s College, Cambridge, of David Chipp’s 
beloved don, Dadie Rylands. It was Dadie who taught Chipp how to speak and act, 
skills that stood him in good stead his life long. And it was a long life. And one in which 
he spoke and acted in all manner of places: from an hysterical drag act in the theatre at 
the British Legation’s compound in Peking, to an arresting reading at the wedding of 
his friends, Alex and Kimberley, in the Henry VII Lady Chapel at Westminster Abbey, 
half a century later. Weddings, christenings, funerals: he was always invited to as-
sume a central role in his friends’ rites of passage, and he relished these opportunities. 
Such relish must have been evident when, after reading in King’s Chapel for the last 
time, at the wedding of his friends, Leon and Karen, a lady in the congregation asked 
whether he was a professional actor. As he rejoiced in recounting to us all so often, 
“Not a professional actor, just an old ham.”

Annan’s The Dons was my first encounter with Dadie, the Chapel, and the King’s 
that David had known and loved so much. Before returning the volume that the author 
had inscribed for Chipp, I copied the previous quotation from it into the front of a copy 
of Alan Bray’s The Friend, a study of male friendship in English history, which seemed 
an utterly fitting gift for my friend. Many of David’s friends might well write the same 
thing of him; for he was indeed the wisest, justest and best of all whom we were likely 
to meet at that time.

He was, however, perhaps a little more Socratic than Annan suggests Dadie was. 
Socrates, of course, was the short, balding ex-warrior with a snub nose, who only both-
ered to dress up if he was going to a friend’s party, and whose interest in talking to 
youths was ultimately to result in a death sentence. When one thinks that Chipp de-
lighted in recalling that he was once described as the ‘worst-dressed editor in Fleet 
Street’, the similarity is still only remote. When one recalls that more than one of his 
numerous obituarists was intrigued by his special ability to communicate with the 
young, the most Socratic aspect of his character becomes resoundingly clear. As for 
the Socratic qualities of his nose, res ipsa loquitur. Plato tells us in the Symposium that 
although Socrates was said to be physically unattractive, the youthful Alcibiades (who, 
by his own admission, was as handsome as handsome gets) was utterly infatuated by 
the inner-beauty of the aged Socrates, and bitterly disappointed when the latter re-
peatedly resisted his advances, “As if I were the lover and he my young prey.” Like 
Socrates, Chipp might have had a deceptively Silenus-like appearance. However, also 
like Socrates, he did not need Marsyas’s flute to cast his spell upon people.

 

He Was Not Socratic:
Editor’s Introduction

He was not Socratic, yet in his last years his friends thought of him as  
Plato did of Socrates: ‘a man of whom we may say that of all whom we met  

at that time, he was the wisest, justest and best’.
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David Chipp was a singular man. Like much about him, his vanity was singular: 
he loved to be told how well both he and his window boxes were looking. I remember 
him rejoicing in one such compliment as we were walking from Peterhouse to King’s 
after the Adonians’ annual breakfast. We encountered a rather patrician-looking non-
resident member of St Catherine’s, who had been up at the same time as Chipp, and 
who was visiting with his rather younger-looking wife. She exclaimed excitedly, “I say, 
Chipp, you’re looking fantastic. What’s your secret?”

“I don’t need Viagra,” the champagne-soaked Chipp replied without missing a beat. 
That wasn’t the secret that she wanted to hear. But no doubt she turned a blind eye 
on account of the twinkle in his. That twinkle was his hallmark. I once found myself 
drinking with a Franciscan friend of mine in his friary, when conversation turned to 
Chipp. He said, “I think we once shared a taxi back from a reception and he offered 
to take me to the Garrick. Short man … rather stout … thinning hair … and a twinkle 
in his eye.” I was confident from the last remark that we had the same man. However 
many short, stout elderly men with receding hairlines there might be in the Garrick, 
there was none other with that twinkle in his eye. And it was hardly a surprise to find 
that they had encountered one another. Indeed, when talking to the Second Bursar 
of King’s, it transpired that he too had met Chipp recently at one of Chipp’s favourite 
English cathedrals, Salisbury, when they were attending the funeral of Chipp’s old 
friend, Canon Pat Magee. “What a small world it is!” the Bursar smiled.

“It is when you know Chipp,” I replied. It is true that he did seem to have met almost 
everyone. His great friend, Len, loved to say, “There was a crisis last night at Covent 
Garden: there were three people in the crush bar whom Chipp didn’t know!”

If he was Bustopher Jones, the cat about town, he was also Old Deuteronomy, a cat 
who had lived many lives in succession. He saw many changes in the world in which 
he lived. Although he despised the rise of political correctness and the evils of Blairite 
England, such as the ban on foxhunting and smoking (which he regarded as one of 
the only two pleasures of the working classes), he was willing to concede that British 
immigration policy had made a positive impact on society: “The other day, an Asian 
lady stopped me in the street and said, ‘I hope you don’t mind my saying this, but I 
thought you’d like to know that your fly’s undone,’ and I thought, isn’t that wonderful, 
because – you know – only thirty years ago they were foreigners here, and now they’ve 
settled in so well that they feel comfortable telling Chipp that his fly’s undone, which 
an Englishwoman would still never dream of doing.” So his fly stands as testament 
to one of the great success stories of British immigration. He despised the concept of 
‘Britishness’, however, and was proud to tell you that despite all the temptations that 
he had succumbed to in life, he remained an Englishman, as did the asparagus that he 
was serving you, which was consumed with the fingers according the custom of all 
true English gentlemen.

The life of the English gentleman, however, was but one of the many lives of David 
Chipp. An earlier one in his succession of lives was at the Geelong Grammar School in 
Australia. He was an Englishman who retained a lifelong affection for the Australian 

continent, the Australian way of life, the Australian physique, and, most of all, his Aus-
tralian friends. Many an Australian, no doubt, retains an affectionate image of him as 
the quintessential English teapot – short and stout – always willing to show you his 
handle – or was it his spout?

The most prominent feature of all Chipp’s lives is that they were all happy ones. He 
was a man who, even in his last years, rarely spoke of dissatisfaction with life. One 
tremendous source of grief was the loss of his two lifelong friends, Len and Dick, who 
were always the first two names on the guest list when he was planning a party. The 
other source of displeasure was the frustration he encountered in trying to get his 
memoirs published. This volume goes some way towards redressing the lesser evil.

Chipp’s long awaited memoir, Mao’s Toe, had its genesis in an earlier manuscript 
that he wrote, Hell’s Barking Cur. Literary agents seemed unwilling to take on the 
manuscript on account of its amphibious nature: Chipp blended historical analysis of 
English journalism with autobiography. This combination did not prove to be com-
mercially viable, and he was encouraged to tease out the different strands of the man-
uscript. Thus, he decided to concentrate on his memoirs of reporting China in the 
1950s. This manuscript had been submitted to various agents and publishers before 
the author’s death, although no offers were forthcoming.

The author, however, was satisfied at the time of his death that this memoir was 
ready for publication. A slightly edited version of it forms the core of this volume. As 
this is a private edition and does not need to appeal to the vagaries of the book trade, 
the final version of the memoir of life in Peking has been reunited with selected chap-
ters from the earlier work on the history of journalism. In this way, we can place his 
remarks about life as a foreign correspondent in China in the broader context of his 
thoughts on English journalism. As a posthumous publication, it now takes on an addi-
tional significance as a memorial volume. So it has seemed right that further material 
should be included in order to provide a comprehensive picture of Chipp’s life. Accord-
ingly, the volume consists of three books.

Book One, On Lips of Living Men, contains a selection of writings by and about Da-
vid. They have been selected in order to present as many facets as possible of a remark-
ably multi-faceted life in the fewest possible words. This has inevitably meant relying 
upon the fewest number of contributors, though we might be sure that there can be 
no shortage of others who could contribute an insight into some other precious facet 
of his life. Still, this collection goes some way towards capturing much of the man 
that Chipp was: Chipp the Kingsman, Chipp the newspaperman, Chipp the oarsman, 
Chipp the High Anglican, Chipp the raconteur, Chipp the royalist, Chipp the Wagne-
rian, Chipp the historian, and Chipp the family man and godfather. 

The first part of this book, A Boy So Full of Life Should Go Far, contains an autobio-
graphical essay about Chipp’s family history and childhood. It is drawn from material 
in various drafts of Mao’s Toe and Hell’s Barking Cur; material that did not necessar-
ily fit in either of those works, but which is invaluable to those who desire a complete 
picture of Chipp’s life. This is complemented by a piece written by Chipp’s sister, Mrs 
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Rosemary Wight, who has previously undertaken researches into their family history. 
I have also invited Professor Edwina Cornish, Deputy Vice-Chancellor (Research) of 
Monash University in Australia, to contribute a tribute which reflects upon the life-
long association that David has had with her family in Victoria.

Messing About in Boats, the second part, is concerned with two institutions with 
which Chipp had a lifelong association: King’s College, Cambridge and the Henley 
Royal Regatta. Rowing is the obvious link. However, I have chosen to focus on his rela-
tionship with King’s. This is not just because he felt that King’s made him the man that 
he was, but because the multifaceted institution reflects the multifaceted personality. 
It was a place of personal development for Chipp: intellectual and social, physical and 
spiritual. Mr Patrick Delafield (President of the Leander Club and Steward of Henley 
Royal Regatta), has kindly permitted me to include the address he delivered at Chipp’s 
funeral. I take a liberty in including a sermon delivered in King’s Chapel by his friend, 
Mr Peter Avery, a Fellow of King’s College. Although I do not know whether Chipp 
heard or read that sermon, I believe that it speaks of a faith with which he would be 
of a piece. Peter had particularly encouraged me to compile this volume in the weeks 
between Chipp’s death and his own.

The third part, Journalism Should be Fun, speaks to his professional life. His pro-
fessional life involved his service at Reuters and the Press Association. The years spent 
in Asia as a foreign correspondent are comprehensively treated in the memoir, Mao’s 
Toe. Chipp intended to write a chapter about his time editing the Press Association; 
however, I could find no evidence that he ever began drafting this. So I have included a 
number of newspaper clippings about him which I found in a file amongst the material 
for the book, and which I assume he would have drawn upon when writing an account 
of this period of his life. To these I have added one obituary that is representative of 
the host that followed his death. Addresses delivered by two journalist friends, Mr 
Reg Evans (a former Associate Editor of the Press Association) and Mr Guy Black (a 
former Director of the Press Complaints Commission), at a memorial service held in 
St Bride’s, Fleet Street, on November 20, 2008, and a piece by Professor Robert Pinker 
CBE (a longstanding lay member and sometime Acting Chairman of the Press Com-
plaints Commission) on his professional activities during his early retirement years 
complete this picture of Chipp’s professional life.

The Gods’ Immeasurable Goodness, the fourth part, deals with one of the strongest 
themes in his life: friendship. I have included addresses Chipp gave at the funerals of 
his two dear friends, Len and Dick, not just on account of the significance that these 
relationships had for his life, but for what they reveal about his attitude to friendship. 
I have also asked several of his friends, Mr Lee Casey, Dr Paul Fox, Dr Christian Jes-
sen and Mr Joe Stupple, to write short pieces dealing with different aspects of his 
life around which he formed deep and enduring friendships: journalism, the Garrick, 
music and the opera.

In addition to sport, music, and conversation, another abiding diversion was litera-
ture. I have incorporated this interest in the form of the third appendix. This appendix 

consists of entries from Chipp’s commonplace book. This ‘book’ was in fact a lever-
arch folder in which he placed references which he wanted to keep. Some of these 
were sent to him by friends; some were clipped from a newspaper, magazine, or order 
of service; some are copies of entire poems and speeches; some are lists of quotations 
that he typed up from historical and literary works that he had been reading. In mak-
ing this selection, I have excluded the entries dealing with journalism, on the basis 
that he drew on this material when writing Hell’s Barking Cur. The arrangement of 
the material that I have included is of my own device: there was no logic to the way in 
which he collated the entries.

Book Two in this volume is the memoir, Mao’s Toe. In preparing the current edi-
tion, I have drawn on the draft chapters of the final version of the manuscript of the 
memoir. These were left in various states of revision, some requiring more editing 
than others. In some cases, I have only had to do minor sub-editing; in other cases, I 
have felt obliged to reorganise the order of the material within a chapter, or cut ma-
terial that repeats another chapter. However, the copy is essentially as he left it. The 
only chapter that had not been drafted was Chapter XI. He had, however, left a sketch 
of what was to be included, and a file of sources that he intended to draw on. The first 
section of Chapter XI, as it appears in this volume, is drawn from a feature article that 
Chipp wrote on his journey to the Northwest in 1956 and a copy of a letter he wrote to 
his mother whilst on the journey. This is followed by the journal he kept on the trip. 
Whilst this might be gratuitous in a study of China in the 1950s, I believe that it is 
justified in a book about Chipp, as it provides interesting little insights into his expe-
riences which would otherwise be lost (perhaps because he would not have thought 
them of interest to anyone else).

Hell’s Barking Cur, Book Three in this volume, comprises material written in 2002–
06 which Chipp decided not to include in the last revision of his memoir, Mao’s Toe. In 
putting these essays together, I have edited the original material in accordance with 
notes Chipp left for an abridged version which was subsequently abandoned. I have 
been guided by twin aims: to present Chipp’s work as an historian; and to present the 
values that mattered to him most in journalism, and perhaps in the conduct of his own 
life – the promotion of individuality and suspicion of authority.

What, then, is Chipp’s ideal journalist? Amongst his papers, I found the following 
description of Northcliffe by A. G. Gardiner: 

with his eager interest in the moment, his passion for sensation, his indifference to ideas, 
and his dislike of abstract thought …

To this was appended the following gloss: “– the good reporter DAC.” It has been my 
lot to edit these papers. In doing so, I bring to bear my experience as an academic 
philosopher, one who specialises in ideas and abstract thought. Perhaps that ought to 
have disqualified me. I shall offer one abstract thought, however. Kierkegaard wrote 
in his journal in 1843:

It is perfectly true, as philosophers say, that life must be understood backwards. But they 
forget the other proposition, that it must be lived forwards … And if one thinks over that 
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proposition it becomes more and more evident that life can never really be understood in 
time simply because at no particular moment can I find the necessary resting-place from 
which to understand it – backwards.

I suspect that Chipp might well have been able to teach the philosophers one or two 
things about what it means to live a life well, for his was a life lived very well. Now, he 
is in his resting-place and we have the necessary resting-place from which to under-
stand his life – backwards. Understanding a life is different from remembering it. A 
life such as David’s, I suggest, can only properly be understood in writing when we try 
to draw together the different threads: his reflective writing on his own life and that 
of other people and institutions that he valued; his historical study of his trade; reports 
written about him during his lifetime, and afterwards by those who remembered him; 
pieces of writing that inspired him, or which he found memorable for other reasons; 
and his creative writing. When we put all of this together, how do we understand this 
life? There are certain themes that run through his personal and professional life, nota-
bly admiration of individuality in himself and others, and scepticism of authority. We 
can see how these develop in his personal life; the interaction between personal and 
professional lives; and the importance that his sense of his role as a professional had 
for his self-conception: “we took our work seriously, but never ourselves”. We also gain 
insights by connecting up different people’s memories. In this way, we obtain a more 
comprehensive picture than any particular set of memories affords. This volume, I 
believe, allows us not merely to remember but to understand David a bit better by look-
ing back at his life. Thus, whilst my experience in editing this volume suggests that 
Edward Gibbon might have been correct that “to illustrate the obscure monuments of 
the life and death of each individual would prove a laborious task,” at no point have I 
found the task “alike barren of instruction and amusement.” I hope that the reader’s 
experience will also be alike instructive and amusing.

We all owe an especial debt of gratitude to Mr Murdoch MacLennan (Chief 
Executive,Telegraph Group) and Mr Paul Potts (Chief Executive, Press Association), 
whose organizations’ generosity has met the cost of designing and printing this private 
edition. This, together with the efforts of Ms Joëlle du Lac (Director of Development at 
King’s College, Cambridge), has enabled the book to be distributed free of charge and 
has afforded subscribers the opportunity to donate to King’s in the author’s memory 
and in lieu of payment. On a personal note, I am indebted to many people for contribut-
ing to this project a range of expertises which I lacked. Particular mention should be 
made of Mr Liu Xinyi, of Darwin College, Cambridge, who has assisted me with the 
proofreading and Romanization of Chinese words and with the Chinese calligraphy, 
and of the University Orator (Dr Rupert Thompson, of Selwyn College, Cambridge) for 
similar assistance with European languages. I have been supported in too many ways 
to mention by David’s niece, Mrs Margaret Pianta, and three of his friends, Mr Guy 
Black, Mr Grant Butler, and Mr Daniel Klineberg. I know that an expression of my ap-
preciation will be a source of negligible satisfaction to them when compared with the 
sense of pride which I know they, as I, feel in having been able to honour the memory 
of our friend through this publication.

The last time I saw Chipp was when he came up to Cambridge to attend a drinks 
party in my rooms, a couple of weeks before he died. His eyes twinkled as always, 
although he left at about 10.00 pm. As the party finally broke up, some time after 1.00 
am, a graduate student at King’s, whom Chipp had met for the first time that night, 
lamented, “It’s a pity Chipp couldn’t have stayed a bit longer.” When I subsequently 
informed him that this was the only sour note sounded about the party, he e-mailed 
back from his BlackBerry, “Sorry too that I could not stay for longer but the years ...” 
Yes, the years; Time’s winged chariot was hurrying near: perhaps it was the only force 
that Chipp was not interested in befriending. Though he could not make his sun stand 
still, yet he did make it run – right up until the end.

I suspect that upon hearing of his death, a good many of us felt the same sentiment:
It’s a pity Chipp couldn’t have stayed a bit longer.

Non omnis moritur

D. T. F.
Magdalene College
Cambridge

St David’s Day, 2009.
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on Lips of Living Men
Reflections on Aspects of David Chipp

Yet meet we shall, and part, and meet again, 
Where dead men meet, on the lips of living men.

Samuel Butler



A Boy So Full of Life Should Go Far

“He has settled down splendidly & I am glad to see  
a boy so full of life & spirits but he must not keep other  

small boys awake at night in dormitory!

Apart from naughtiness in this respect he has been a very good boy…

He is a bright boy & should go far.”

Headmaster, Hillstone, Malvern on D. A. Chipp,  
aged 7 years and 1 month
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1.

So How Did I Become a Hack?
In this essay, David Chipp offers a sketch of the 890-year history of the  

Chipp family in England, from their arrival, as part of the Norman Conquest  
in 1066, until his departure for the Orient in 1956.

My old Headmaster, the distinguished Australian educator, Sir James Darling, told 
me some thirty years ago that he had received a letter from the father of one of his best 
pupils. The anguished man wrote, “James tells me he has decided to become a journal-
ist. I could wish he were dead.” Years earlier, when, as a brash 16-year-old, and with 
some temerity, I leant across his desk to argue that admiring W. H. Auden’s poem, 
‘Miss Gee’, was not a sign of youthful depravity, he told me that probably all I was fit 
for was journalism – “or the state or the church”.

Perhaps my commanding officer, when I was training for a commission in the army, 
was equally perceptive. He told me that I was over-confident, took life too lightly, and 
was lazy – “and there’s only one thing worse than a lazy officer, Chipp, and that’s a 
dishonest one.” Lazy, over-confident and taking life too lightly; many would say that is 
a good description of a reporter.

I had no youthful passion to become a journalist. It was just that after graduating, 
the idea of working in an office or being a teacher appalled me. In addition, England, 
still in a state of post-war depression and austerity, was, in 1950, a sad and dispiriting 
place in which to live. Any job which might take me abroad seemed attractive. There 
was no family history and nothing in the genes that would seem to suggest journalism, 
though there were a number of teachers. For some generations, my father’s family had 
been involved one way or another in the law. The Chipps, it is claimed (as with so many 
others!), came over with William the Conqueror. They were then called de Chepe or 
Chepe, which was later changed to Chippe or Cheape, and finally Chipp. Some settled 
in London, where a couple held minor Court appointments in the fourteenth century. 
Others moved West to Dorset and Worcestershire, where my direct ancestors settled. 
They were for the most part unexceptional people, though some were accomplished 
musicians.

In the eighteenth century, one of my forebears was whipped through the streets of 
Worcester at a cart tail for pocketing some money from his employer’s till. My great 
grandfather was a member of that city’s fledgling police force, one of the very first in 
the country. My grandfather, Edmund Thomas Chipp, had a long and successful ca-
reer as a policeman, having originally been apprenticed to a butcher, a trade he great-
lydisliked. He seems to have been an excellent detective of great initiative, though in 
his diary he complains that his superintendent took the credit and “furnished reports 
to the local and other newspapers so that his subordinates never came to the notice 
of the public except by accident.” Later, as he had rapid promotion, grandfather was  

apparently on very good terms with local reporters and knew how to manage the 
press. He did not need public relation advisers to spin his name and successes into the 
newspapers. But he always knew his place, and it is clear that he was very subservient 
to the gentry.

In 1871, he became Superintendent of Coleford and the Forest of Dean District, a re-
mote and often forbidding area in Gloucestershire, near the Welsh border. Its residents 
had – and still have – the right to graze sheep throughout the Forest and many worked 
their own little coal mines. They were mostly a short, stocky and very dark people 
as my mother’s family showed, for her folks also came from that part. Sheep stealing 
and the brewing of illicit alcohol was endemic at the time, but grandfather also had 
problems dealing with strikes (he was on the side of the owners!) and keeping order at 
elections where ‘riotous and drunken mobs’ were the difficulty.

In his last job, as Deputy Chief Constable of Gloucester, he spun his name into the 
Citizen and other local newspapers with regularity. In that job, he was obviously 
prominent in the council’s continuing efforts to improve the moral life of the city. He 
received particular praise for his efforts to convict a local solicitor on charges of ped-
dling obscene literature to “noblemen, clergymen, soldiers, ladies, clergymen’s daugh-
ters even.” It is likely that these were ‘fore-edge’ devices cleverly painted so they could 
be seen when the pages were flicked over. Many were done on prayer books and other 
devotional volumes which could then be taken into church. In those days, some diver-
sion was necessary during tediously long sermons.

Grandfather Chipp was an important participant in a campaign against prostitution 
following a new Act of Parliament. In 1886, he told a court that the number of brothel 
keepers had dropped in twelve months from over sixty to thirty-one. The youngest 
was twenty-four and the oldest, “he was sorry to say”, was eighty-one. As a pillar of the 
community, he was definitely forward-looking and was chosen to be one of the repre-
sentatives on a national committee set up to organise a police pension fund.

But, like his father before him and one of his sons (my father), he died in his middle 
forties. He had been a prominent Freemason in Gloucester, and his lodge helped my 
father obtain a place at the Royal Masonic School. There, Tom Chipp was a consider-
able athlete and budding botanist. He became a student gardener at Kew Gardens, got 
a degree in his spare time, and after spells in the Gold Coast (now Ghana) and Malaya, 
was Assistant Director when he died in 1931, aged only forty-five.

I was only four and it was my mother, who lived to be over ninety, who was thus far 
more influential on my childhood. She was a first class honours graduate from Bedford 
College, London, and I inherited her ability to do examinations. She also, I gratefully 
acknowledge, passed on to me her talent for being able to communicate with all sorts 
of people, particularly the young.

Her family, the Ballingers, were from the Forest (of Dean) and many were teachers. 
They certainly did not think learning was elitist. It was she who insisted that I did my 
entrance examination for King’s College, Cambridge, in 1945. I was a private in the 
Middlesex Regiment, had just finished my training, and was on embarkation leave. It 
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was not the way I would have chosen to spend that leave.
The invigilator was the Vice-Provost, Donald Beves, who, when he saw me, in ill-

fitting private’s uniform, looking blankly at pieces of Latin, Greek, French and Ger-
man for translation, leaned over me and said, “Don’t worry too much, my boy, if we 
like you, you’ll get in; if we don’t, you won’t.” Those words made me relax; Latin and 
Greek came flooding back. Beves, one of the best amateur actors in the country, was 
disgracefully and falsely accused in an unsubstantiated report carried in The Times 
some time after his death of being one of the Cambridge spies. It is hard to credit a 
more ludicrous suggestion.

I easily survived the last stages of World War II and some months in the occupation 
of Germany. During three years at King’s in the immediate post-war austerity years, I 
rowed and acted too much. I really had no idea what I wanted to do, except it seemed 
a good idea to get out of England. The Foreign Office did not want me, the Cambridge 
Appointments Board offered business jobs in India, and then I saw that Reuters, the 
international news agency, was taking on graduate trainees. I applied and when they 
found that I had only sketchy French, but considerable sporting expertise, I was of-
fered a position on the Sports Desk. The fact that I was going to be paid to watch sport 
caused incredulity and considerable envy among some of my more talented friends 
who were still looking for jobs. The pay offered by Reuters was appalling, so I did what 
I had done as a soldier – spent days off washing up for hours at Lyons Corner House in 
Coventry Street for £1.00 (the equivalent of £20.67) and as much as I could eat. When 
the Company Secretary found out, he told me that such activity was not seemly for a 
Reuters ‘officer’. I soon got a rise.

The Reuters newsroom where I started work in 1950 now seems as remote as those 
of the seventeenth century. Certainly, the constant search for exotic stories from far 
away places was the same as that described by Ben Jonson in his 1625 play, The Staple 
of News. In July 1950, the noise of teleprinters and typewriters was deafening to a 
newcomer, and I wondered how I could ever work there. Copy was carried between 
the desks by messengers, many of them very ancient. Some, like Alfred Perles, the 
friend and biographer of Henry Miller, earning a little money to help them exist while 
they pursued other – to them more important – careers such as writing and commen-
tating. Several first class journalists, such as the Yorkshire novelist, Hubert Nicholson, 
and the avant-garde poet, Hugo Manning, saw working for Reuters as a means of pro-
viding funds so that they could pursue their literary careers. (In the thirties, the ac-
tor, James Robertson Justice, adorned the newsroom when he was ‘resting’ – wearing 
pyjamas when doing the night shift it was always said.) The biggest difference, apart 
from the noise, was the atmosphere. A majority of the hacks smoked, many of them 
very heavily indeed. There were still plenty of eccentrics. It was as yet a time when 
political correctness had not morally banned the cigarette or actively discouraged in-
dividuality. Graduates were a minority. There was no formal training programme and 
I was expected to pick up the trade as I went by watching and learning.

London in 1950 was pretty drab with many of the wartime restrictions, including 

rationing, still in force. Disillusionment with the Labour Government that had been 
elected five years earlier was growing, and soon they were to be voted out of office. I 
would certainly have voted for them at that time, and I remember my anger, in 1945, 
when most of my mates in the platoon got voting papers and it was explained to me 
that at 18, though I was old enough to fight, I was too young to vote. My social con-
science in those days was still ripe enough for me to welcome the suggestion of a local 
parson that I should apply to become a resident at Toynbee Hall, one of the univer-
sity settlements in East London. It had the advantage of being in Stepney, well within 
walking distance of Reuters head office, in Fleet Street, where I was to work. Clement 
Attlee, then Prime Minister, had lived there. Sidney Webb, the great social reformer, 
had been its warden, and one of his most popular successors among the old people of 
the area was John Profumo, the Conservative Defence Minister who devoted himself 
to charity administration after his 1963 disgrace.

As residents, in 1950, we spent much of our spare time helping organise events for 
the poor and old. Some gave legal and other practical advice, while others helped with 
adult education. With stunning arrogance, I gave a series of talks in Limehouse on the 
ten books that had most influenced Western civilization. The content was culled from 
old Cambridge lecture notes and at least it gave the audience somewhere warm to sit. 
There were about twenty residents, mostly ex-servicemen, in a wide variety of jobs. 
The one amongst us who was to become the most well-known was the broadcaster, 
Huw Weldon.

It was a very collegiate atmosphere in which to live, and one’s distractions were 
found ‘up West’. The other residents were in a variety of jobs and some were stu-
dents.

I soon realised how lucky I was to get into Reuters. I doubt very much, with greater 
graduate competition and the undoubted ability of today’s youth, if fifty years later I 
would be accepted, or indeed would have made it into Cambridge. I really just slid into 
journalism and it was not long before I knew that this was what I wanted and some-
thing for which I believed I was fitted. It is something I have never regretted.

On joining Reuters in the first place, I had no worries about the bad reputation of 
journalists, and neither, surprisingly, did members of my family. Perhaps they were 
pleased that I had gainful employment, and that there was now a chance I could pay 
off my debts, including large ones (it seemed to me) totalling about £15.00 with the 
Cambridge bookshops, Bowes and Bowes and Heffers.
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2.

Ballingers, Boats and Bookplates
Rosemary Wight, David Chipp’s sister, provides an  

alternative interpretation of their forebears’ arrival and  
subsequent history in England.

David's bookplate depicts the boat in which the Ballingers came to England. It is 
taken from the signet ring that David always wore, and which I wear as well. Our 
mother traced this through the College of Heralds. The Ballingers were Calvinists (or 
Huguenots) who came to England from France as refugees from religious persecu-
tion. (See the history leading up to the Edict of Nantes issued by Henry IV of France in 
1598.) They travelled here with their relatives, the Goulders.

The Ballingers settled in Whitchurch, a small country village on the banks of the 
river Wye in Herefordshire. The Ballinger men became bargemen, sometimes grandly 
called sea captains. They worked their way down river to Chepstow and into the river 
Severn. Several young Ballingers were drowned in the river Wye and there are memo-
rial stones for them in the churchyard of St Dubricius church. After they retired from 
the river, they owned public houses, one called The Yew Tree Inn. There were six pubs 
in Whitchurch and it was said that the Ballingers owned, or were related to, people 
who owned all these pubs. When business was bad, they made coffins and other things 
in wood.

Our grandfather was headmaster of a grammar school in Gloucester. He and his 
wife had two daughters and two sons. One son died in World War I and the other died 
of influenza shortly after the war. Our mother, Isabel, and her sister, Dora, went to uni-
versity and both obtained double firsts. This was unusual for women in those days.

Isabel married Thomas Ford Chipp, who was one of three brothers. Thomas was a 
major in the Middlesex Regiment and won the Military Cross, amongst many other-
medals, for saving many lives when there was a gas attack during the Great War. 
He ran along the lines and told the soldiers to lie down as gas rose. His health was 
probably impaired from this event and he died in his early forties. His older brother, 
Wilkie, who became a colonel in the Middlesex, also won lots of medals and was im-
prisoned in Changi in Singapore when he was captured by the Japanese. His wife left 
on the last boat. When Wilkie knew the Japanese were coming, he hid his medals 
and cameras in the museum behind stuffed snakes as he knew the ‘Japs’ would be 
loathed to touch these. His friends put their possessions behind other things. After 
a long time in prison, on his release, his were the only possessions still behind the 
snakes. Their younger brother, Harold, as well as being a chemist in Cheltenham, was 
also a superb self-taught pianist. He regularly performed at the Cheltenham Town 
Hall and helped to establish the Cheltenham Music Festival which continues to  
this day.

After the war, our father entered Kew Gardens as a student and took his BSc, PhD 
and DSc degrees at London University. He then joined the Botanical Gardens in Sin-
gapore and, with his wife, he also lived on the Gold Coast and took trips into the Su-
dan on camels collecting specimens. He then came back to Kew Gardens as Assistant 
Director in 1922. He was to have taken over as Director but his sudden death pre-
vented this. Before his premature death, he made many more trips abroad collecting 
rare plants and cultivated a rhododendron which he called Rosemary Chipp, after his 
daughter, and this won awards at Chelsea. Dr and Mrs Chipp were regular visitors to 
Buckingham Palace where they attended Garden Parties, sometimes accompanied by 
their baby, Rosemary. 

When Thomas died, the family had to move from Kew and went to live in Chelten-
ham, where David’s education was paid for by his godfather, Sir Arthur Hill. He was sent 
with me to the nursery of Cheltenham Ladies College and then went to the Hillstone  
School in Malvern. When he was eleven, he was evacuated to Geelong Grammar School in  
Australia. Mother put David on the train to Liverpool with family friends, the Pottertons.

Miss Mona Potterton, who accompanied her parents, Dr and Mrs Potterton, on the 
journey to Australia, has consulted a diary that she kept during that journey, and has 
been able to inform us of the unexpectedly eventful course that the journey took. The 
party spent a few days in Liverpool, where they went on the overhead railway and vis-
ited the cathedral. They then took ship on the “Ceramic” and left in a convoy because 
of the danger of submarines. When they were two days from Cape Town, they were 
involved in a collision with a freighter called the “Testbank”. This caused a big hole 
in the “Ceramic”. The passengers were transferred by HMS “Cumberland” onto the 
“Viceroy of India”, which was a P & O Line ship. They were then taken to Cape Town, 
where they stayed in hotels for a month, their expenses being met by the Shaw Savill 
Line until they reached Australia. Mrs Potterton, being a Tasmanian, managed to pull 
some strings and get things sorted: they then went by train to Durban and thence took 
a Blue Funnel Liner to Freemantle. The boat went as far south as possible on the jour-
ney to avoid submarines. After this first stop, they proceeded on the boat to Adelaide 
and then on to Melbourne, where David was left at Geelong Grammar School, before 
the Pottertons resumed their journey. They acted as guardians to David all his time  
in Australia.

At Geelong Grammar, he spent a lot of time during the holidays with his ‘Australian 
family’, the Croziers, who became friends for life. He worked his way home in the mer-
chant navy in order to serve with the Middlesex Regiment in Europe, before complet-
ing his education at King’s College, Cambridge.

I have been able to trace the Chipp family back to 1696 in the records of the Inter-
national Genealogical Index and I have recorded them in detail from 1707 onwards. 
They were mostly farmers who lived in the Worcester area and then there were two 
generations of Police Superintendents who worked in the Forest of Dean. They were 
also Master Freemasons. We have a handwritten diary about the exploits of one of 
them, David’s great grandfather.
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3.

He Seldom Cut Fruit
Edwina Cornish draws upon the reflections of her uncle, Digby Crozier,  

to pay tribute to their family’s seventy-year friendship  
with David Chipp.

During an early stage of World War II, David Chipp arrived at Geelong Grammar 
School. At school, David quickly earned the reputation of being quite a ‘character’, and 
exhibited those traits of individualism that were manifest throughout his life. He was 
also a serious student, with a particular bent for literature and history. Two members 
of staff were especially important in fostering these interests: first, the Headmaster, 
Mr J. R. Darling (as he was then), with whom he subsequently enjoyed an enduring 
friendship; and, secondly, Manning Clark, the senior history master.
Darling arranged for David to spend part of his holidays with the family of Digby Cro-
zier, a fellow student of Geelong Grammar. Digby’s parents, Edwin and Nancy Crozier, 
lived on their rural property (‘Barnoolut’) at Wando Vale in the Victorian Western 
District. Digby’s sister, Cecily, was twelve when she first met David. She recalls the ar-
rival at Barnoolut of the two friends, both sporting bright red ties to demonstrate their 
recent conversion to the communist cause. This may seem unlikely to those who knew 
David (and indeed Digby) in later life.

There is no doubt that Manning Clark engaged David and Digby in lively debate 
on the issues of the time and may have been responsible for their short flirtation with 
communism. Clark was regarded as something of a maverick in the context of the 
times, but, despite his demonstrable eccentricities (some may say because of them), he 
was a brilliant teacher of history, with a rare capacity to excite the interests of his stu-
dents. David was one of those who in later years would frequently relate how indebted 
he was to the future Professor Clark for this intellectual stimulation. On a later visit 
to Clark at the Australian National University, Chipp was greeted by his old history 
master with, “Come on, Chipp, we’re going to pick up the greatest Australian who ever 
lived.”

“I thought Sir John Monash was dead,” Chipp replied. At the airport, they collected 
the Australian novelist and Nobel laureate, Patrick White.

David’s trips to Barnoolut became a regular event, and were the genesis of lifelong 
friendships with four generations of the Crozier and Cornish families. My mother, 
Cecily, who later married John Cornish, recalls David’s visits to the property during 
the war years under the able management of the elegant Nancy. Nancy was allergic 
to idleness and throughout her life was able to marshal children, grandchildren and 
their numerous friends to ‘useful work’. Although Chipp was no exception, he gener-
ally saw his role in any enterprise as entertaining the workers. Cecily recalls laughing 
till she ached while attempting to cut fruit for drying – a regular after dinner job in the 

He Seldom Cut Fruit

summer. Chipp sang and danced and told stories. He had a particular gift of mimicry 
and did a wonderful impersonation of George Formby (a North Country entertainer 
of the time). He seldom cut fruit. (Unlike mimicry, singing, dancing and story-telling, 
the aversion to fruit-cutting seems to be one of the few early traits that did not survive 
into maturity: in later years, he would happily spend a weekend cutting and bottling 
fruit for his signature Maison Chipp label, the last of the range being “Maison Chipp 
Victoria Plum, Sept 2008”.)

As much as David loved his rural interludes, after a while he craved the stimulus of 
city life. Fortunately, his gift for friendship was already well developed and he had a 
family in Melbourne upon whom he could always rely for a warm welcome. When the 
routine of rural wartime existence at Barnoolut began to pall, David would suddenly 
remember a dental appointment and off he’d go to Mr and Mrs Coleman, his Melbourne 
family. No one minded, indeed it was a pattern that would endure throughout his life. 
His regular trips to Australia inevitably included a joyous reunion at Barnoolut, where 
the extended family gathered to hear of his latest exploits. Once refreshed and up to 
date with all the family news, he would head for the brighter lights of Melbourne and 
Sydney, leaving everyone invigorated by his stay.

David maintained a close relationship with both Edwin and Nancy throughout their 
lives. In later years, his affectionate address for Nancy was AM (Australian Mum). He 
used to recount with much hilarity her early advice to him: “If you don’t wash, no self-
respecting Australian girl will ever sleep with you!”

In his speech at Nancy’s eightieth birthday party, David recalled how Edwin “erupt-
ed into my life” after he returned from military service in 1944. The profundity of the 
impact that this eruption had is apparent from the concluding paragraphs of Chipp’s 
memoirs, Mao’s Toe, in which he speaks of the enduring significance of Edwin’s advice 
about scepticism, cynicism, the value of life and frivolity.

In his final term at Geelong Grammar School, David enlisted as a private in the 
Middlesex Regiment through the agency of a British Military Mission that was based 
in Melbourne during the War. After leaving the army in 1947, with the rank of captain, 
he gained a place at King’s College, Cambridge, to read history. At Cambridge, apart 
from his studies and a wide range of intellectual interests, he also rowed in his college 
crew, and soon established a reputation among the university sporting fraternity for 
his capacity to entertain any informal gathering of this ilk – usually taking a leading 
part at some favourite Cambridge pub in the robust conviviality which was such a 
memorable feature of undergraduate life of that post-war era. On these occasions, he 
was in his element – a born raconteur and a natural actor to boot. These abilities, com-
bined with an inimitable sense of humour, ensured his popularity among his peers at 
university and subsequently throughout his professional career.

Chipp maintained and nurtured his boyhood friendships throughout his life. Their 
friends and children became his friends and a wide circle of Australians was always 
made welcome whenever they travelled to London. He was the most generous host 
and gave young Australians a wonderful first impression of London. Tickets to the 
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best plays and concerts could always be secured by Chipp. I remember my first visit 
to London. I was feeling slightly homesick having spent several weeks in the US and 
Europe, and was overjoyed to see my old friend. Having poured a welcoming glass of 
champagne, he sat me down to plan my stay, “Now,” he began, diary and pen in hand, 
“when are you leaving?”

Messing About in Boats

“Believe me, my young friend, there is NOTHING –  
absolutely nothing – half so much worth doing as simply  

messing about in boats ... In or out of ’em, it doesn’t matter.  
Nothing seems really to matter, that’s the charm of it.”

Ratty to Mole 
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A development of these days is that we seem never to be allowed to go to ‘funer-
als’. Somebody dies, and we’re all invited to a ‘celebration of the life of X’ or something 
along those lines, which frankly I find a little distressing. The grieving process is very 
normal, and it’s a very complex one – and I don’t like to be told immediately upon the 
loss of a great friend or one of my favourite relations that ‘we must be happy’. I just 
don’t find that quite right. We must be allowed to be sad, and there was a cloud of 
tearful sadness over our house last Thursday morning when the news broke … and our 
hearts go out to David’s family, whom I cannot fairly claim to know well – but I can 
say to you assembled here that you have the deepest sympathies of all who knew that 
marvellous person. If you’re feeling any of those awful pangs of guilt about the fact 
that he left us before you had said everything that you wanted to say to him, be assured 
that he loved you all, each in your own way. He spoke of his family often to me, and 
always with deep affection.

We loved him, laughed with him, drank with him, told stories together and we shall 
miss him dreadfully. For those of you who are wondering, I am representing the row-
ing fraternity – through a mere half-century of association with our sport. I don’t pre-
tend to be exemplary of it, but I’m part of it. And it was through the brilliant sport 
of rowing that I came into contact with Chipp – “A Reporter”. That’s the term that 
he always wanted applied to his headstone. I never agreed with that. He should be 
“Chipp:- Kingsman, Oarsman, Liver of life … a Reporter.”

The reality of it is that anything I say about David Chipp will be only a scratching at 
the surface of what he has done. It’s always the same when somebody’s gone. One per-
son can see only so much. Everyone else has their own unique memories, and probably 
cannot understand why I’m not mentioning such and such an aspect. I have no idea how 
many we are, gathered together here today to mourn this remarkable man, but I know 
that every single one of us has a multitude of different memories of him, encapsulated 
in a series of chiaroscuro vignettes which will hold him a place in our thoughts for 
all our days. What I say of him today will be my own thoughts, developed over nearly 
forty years of knowing him, and I cannot pretend to offer an adequate portrait of such 
a man in a seven-minute précis. I need to leap about from vignette to vignette to try 
to reflect at least some of the many thoughts that stem from us all today. If my picture 
of him differs from yours, it’s only because the striking effects that this man had on 
everyone he met were constantly different, and invariably tempered to suit his acute 
perception of the nature of the individual with whom he was associating at the time.

4.

Musings on ‘Remex’
Address by Patrick Delafield at the Chilterns Crematorium, Amersham,  

Buckinghamshire, Wednesday, September 17, 2008. 

Musings on ‘Remex’

My first meeting with him was, would you believe, in the bar of Leander Club, in July 
1969. I was introduced to him by my wife’s uncle, Derek Mays-Smith, sometime Presi-
dent of Leander and, above all, to Jesus College Boat Club (“as you stand for the Flag, 
so you row for Jesus”, was his dictum to freshmen who found their way to the banks 
of the Cam), as Chipp became to King’s College Boat Club. “Ah, Patrick,” Derek ad-
dressed me, in his inimitably imperious manner, “this is Chipp. He’s frightfully im-
portant. But you can talk to him, because he’s from King’s. He rowed there, you know, 
but was never a threat to Jesus College Boat Club so we buy him drinks.” As it hap-
pened he was frightfully important, because he had just taken over as Editor-in-Chief 
of the Press Association. So I bought him drinks, and he bought me drinks, and thus it 
remained, when occasion allowed it, for the next thirty-nine years – an ample train-
ing for the infamous Night Tray that preserved the livers of many a Leander man for 
decades to come.

In one of the glowing obituaries of this remarkable man was the suggestion that he 
was Captain of the KCBC. I don’t actually think he was. Frankly, whether he was or 
not, he became synonymous with it. “Indeed he embodied the very spirit of the King’s 
College Boat Club and though there were bigwigs galore at the KCBC sesquicentennial 
dinner the other day, it was Chipp who brought the assembly to its feet with his rous-
ing address. Remex was the very spirit of King’s College Boat Club,” Sir Adrian Cad-
bury, a great friend of Chipp, will assure you. Chipp called himself ‘Remex’ – and those 
of you who are, quite naturally, struggling with that word should know that it’s Latin 
for oarsman – as a pseudonym behind which to write about Cambridge rowing in the 
Varsity newspaper. He rowed for King’s at Bow in the 1st May Boat in 1950. He coached 
the King’s 1st May Boat up eight places in 1951 and 1952 (which was a remarkable 
achievement, though I’m not going to demean their efforts by enquiring where they 
were starting), and inspired generations of oarsmen with his effervescent enthusiasm  
for the sport. With David Chipp rowing meant fun, and friendship. That was his credo.

Before I move forward a little, I really owe it to the absolutely non-rowers gathered 
here today to explain that the masochistic sport of rowing, though to some it may ap-
pear remarkably tedious, is the finest physical stress to which one may subject one’s 
body – this is corroborated by physiologists the world over – and when a rower be-
comes technically good at this sport (and believe me, it’s extremely difficult and can 
be very painful indeed to do that) he earns the respect of all the others in the sport, 
and that respect obtains for the rest of your life. You don’t need to be up in the clouds 
with the greats of the day, be they the Jennenses, the Davidges, the Wyndhams, the 
Crowdens of Chipp’s day or the Redgraves, the Cracknells, the Williamses of today, 
but you need the brains to realise what the achievement of pinnacles in this sport de-
mands, and once you’ve understood how teamwork through physical pain forges inde-
structible friendships, you’re set for life … then you can really grow up and make that 
brilliant rite of passage that allows you to realise that rowing is a sport best enjoyed on 
the bank with a glass in your hand – but you can’t make that seminal leap till you’ve 
made your mark on the river itself.
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But King’s is not really about rowing. Its reputation spans the heights of everything – 
especially architecturally. It was there that Chipp developed into the man I knew. His 
love of music, good food and good wine, the opera, the arts, of writing, of his fellow 
man … all the things that made Chipp stemmed from there. I don’t propose to chron-
icle his life at all. There’s no need, for there are writers in abundance who will tell 
you about him at great length – especially of his immense successes, and above all his 
international popularity as a journalist. I’ve never understood journalism, and I don’t 
pretend that I’m not infuriated by some of the stuff that journalists write, but to know 
Chipp and his view of journalism gave a wholly different slant. “Journalism must be 
fun,” he said to his first editorial conference. And I’m perfectly certain that working in 
journalism with Chipp would have been fun. But that was Chipp to the core. Rowing 
had to be fun. Journalism had to be fun. Ergo, life itself must be fun.

You can’t row really well without a sense of rhythm, and a sense of rhythm comes 
from a love of music. An American composer called John Adams, whose works do 
not loom large on my music-library shelves, wrote what I have always regarded as a 
rather curious opera about President Richard Nixon of the USA and it’s called Nixon 
in China. It’s the sort of music that is beloved of Radio 3 presenters – or at least that’s 
what they’ll tell you. There’s a piece in it called “The Chairman Dances”. Now I have 
no idea whether Chipp was in Peking when Nixon turned up there, but I did once ask 
Chipp if it was true that Chairman Mao could dance. “Well, he can now!” said Chipp. 
I expect you all know how our diminutive hero trod on the toes of that grotesque dic-
tator. Apparently Mao thought it a huge joke. I think it was far more a huge tribute to 
Chipp, who did so well, and lasted so long, in China as Reuters man there. Chipp was 
immensely popular, and highly esteemed by Chinese and others. If Chairman Mao 
had thrown a hissy over Chipp’s trampling he (Mao) would have lost a great deal of 
face – and he knew it.

David loved opera. But only some opera, and some of its stars. He used to tell me at 
Henley Royal Regatta whether he was having a good day, or not such a good day. He 
would complain loudly that his guests were late for lunch or worse, that he didn’t even 
know his guests because “somebody else has arranged them for me.” 

“Do you know?” he asked me one morning, “who is coming to lunch?!?”
“Of course not, Chipp,” I replied. “Is it a belted Earl? A High Court Judge? Your 

godson?”
“No, Patrick, it’s an Opera Diva!”
“Great heavens!” I riposted, picturing Chipp cuddled up in the Steward’s Bar against 

the ample bosom of Kiri Te Kanawa, “and will Kiri be buying a drink for me too?”
“Don’t be silly Delafield!” “It’s not my guest … she’s coming with that twerp (so-and-

so), and she’s English and everyone thinks she’s wonderful, but … d’you know?” – and 
wasn’t he brilliant at using that tantalising “d’you know?” … you knew at once that he 
was about to deliver a stinger – “She can’t sing!” I knew immediately who he meant.

I’m not going to talk about his career in journalism. Others know that and can relate 
it far better than I ever could. His skills as a wordsmith were, however, made clear to 
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all of us who struggle to write race reports during Henley Royal Regatta. Some may 
not know this, but everyone who ever races at that great event gets a mention, however 
lowly their achievement, and Chipp was one of those appointed to the office of ‘death-
less prose writer’, teetering as we do on the stern of the Umpire’s launch, pencil poised 
and inspiration hanging somewhere above the tower of St Mary’s Church. Chipp’s fa-
vourite game was to propose an unusual word that had absolutely no association with 
the sport of rowing, and demand that one of us must find a reason to include it in a race 
report. This called for masterly creativity. Chipp usually won, but that didn’t matter, 
for whoever won or lost merely bought the first or the second prize-winning round.

I want to stress that it was his dedication to rowing that brought him the honour of 
election to the Stewardship of Henley Royal Regatta, and this was something that I 
believe he cherished above all else that he achieved. Those who do not know the event 
will have to take my word for it that Henley Royal Regatta is one of the world’s truly 
great sporting occasions. Stellar rowing athletes who come from other parts of the 
world, themselves world-champions as likely as not, are amazed. Non-rowers with 
an eye for business are astonished by the efficiency with which the whole Regatta is 
orchestrated over a period of five days, when nobody appears to be doing anything by 
way of hard work to make it happen – and if they were Chipp’s guest they probably 
thought nobody ever left the comfort of the bar. Chipp was elected a Steward of Hen-
ley Royal Regatta in 1974, in the distinguished company of our token Colonial, Hart 
Perry of Connecticut, and subsequent Chairmen, Peter Coni and Mike Sweeney. Of 
that quartet, three survived long enough to attend David Parry’s and my twentieth 
anniversary as Stewards. The dinner that we held on Alan Burrough’s Boat House has 
become the stuff of legend. Many a time did Chipp recall that idyllic evening watching 
the Thames through glass after glass of brilliant wine to accompany wonderful food. 
Chipp and Perry met on the towpath at Henley more than four decades ago as young 
coaches. Hart was with Kent School in those days, and Chipp with his Ibstone “Cut-
throat-Croquet” became a part of Kent Schoolboys’ life. Indeed, Chipp was a regular 
visitor to Kent School where apparently he put on the teacher’s mantle and taught of 
matters of great international interest. Hart Perry particularly recalls Chipp with im-
mense fondness. He remains a huge part of Hart’s family, having been an honoured 
guest at the weddings of four out of Hart and Gill’s five children. 

The Stewards of Henley Royal Regatta, numerous and talented, are ruled over by a 
Management Committee known as the ‘Prefects’, and that in turn is ruled over by a 
Chairman, known as the ‘Headmaster’. In the thirty years I have held the honour of 
being a Steward, I have known three Chairmen. One who ruled over us as if we were 
a bunch of naughty schoolboys and practically wielded a cane, one who thought we all 
really were naughty schoolboys and treated us as such, and our present one who runs 
the event brilliantly whilst trying to remove all sense of prep-school discipline – pre-
tending to have us believe that he doesn’t realise that it’s that schoolboy discipline that 
makes the event as great as it is. Chipp was one of a group of us who did everything we 
possibly could to merit a summons to the Headmaster’s Study, without actually doing 



18 | 19|ON LIPS OF LIVING MEN

anything that could really be considered naughty, whilst perpetuating the concept of 
juvenile schoolboy indiscipline.

“What’s the scandal of today, Delafield?”
“My God, Chipp, have you not heard? Steward so-and-so’s wife has been caught us-

ing a mobile telephone in the Ladies’ lavatory!”
“Oh dear, well that’s him on the Headmaster’s carpet by lunchtime! What are you 

having?” 
Or the famous occasion when he came into the Steward’s Bar chortling with amuse-

ment: “I say … I’ve just stopped a double criminal offence in the Gents!”
“No! What on earth …”
“Well someone was talking in the trap next to me, so I said, ‘If there’s someone in 

there with you, stop it, it’s not allowed. If you’re talking on a mobile telephone stop it, 
that’s not allowed either!’”

He didn’t come to the Archetypals’ Party this year. (The Archetypals are a curiously 
magnificent bunch of people who have made that rite of passage I mentioned, from ac-
tual rowing to vicarious riparian pleasure – and we always invited Chipp to our party 
– he used to bring his own champagne, because he refused to drink the Spanish cava 
that we always offer). No he wasn’t there because he wanted to be in Church for the 
Regatta Service, and sit a little nearer to the front pew, in order to ingratiate himself 
with the Chairman, in his constant struggle for preferment – d’you know, “First Oars 
to Lambeth” and all that sort of thing.

Chipp was a brilliant deflater of pomposity, and as skilled and careful a spotter and 
destroyer of specious argument as you could hope to meet. He could stick that rapier 
of light-hearted wit into the most blimpish balloon and leave it there just long enough 
for the spouter of bombast to realise he had been rumbled, and he could look into 
those laughing eyes and feel himself being gently, but mischievously, brought down  
to earth.

To lunch with him at the Garrick was something to which I always looked forward 
immensely. To see him systematically setting about the destruction of a bottle of 
champagne was something that brought joy to the heart. His diminutive stature in no 
way reduced his thirst below that of superhuman and, in the days when he drank the 
stuff, to watch him raising the quality of the claret the longer the lunch went on was a 
treat to enjoy for hours. I never had the privilege of listening to him as a member of the 
‘old codgers’ at the Garrick, nor do I pretend for one moment to know who they are. 
But I bet his contribution was immense, and witty. He was a lovely raconteur anyway 
and, as somebody remarked in one of his obituaries, “why not? It’s as you might expect 
from someone who spent his life telling stories!”

He had the most brilliant talent for making friends, making strangers feel at ease 
and, above all, for making them remember him. When you have the good fortune to 
know a man like that, you know that you will never forget him. A man full of laugh-
ter, who loved the sillinesses of life, yet fully understood and sought solutions for the 
problems of life, applauded everyone’s efforts no matter how trivial the objective, who 

Musings on ‘Remex’

had a superlative talent for drawing a laugh or a smile out of all those around him. If 
he had worries or concerns he never let them bother him – or if he did, he never bur-
dened anyone else with them, as far as I could see. He was devoted to his family, as I 
have said, but he was also devoted to others’ families. He was so kind to my wife, Judy, 
and to all our children. He knew their names, and always remembered something that 
I had told him about each one of them. He gave Judy a wonderful present for one of 
those milestone birthdays, a book of poems by Walter de la Mare, published the year 
she was born. It was such a thoughtful present, and there are lines in it from various 
poems that so encapsulate things about Chipp:

Old yet unchanged; - still pottering in his thoughts

There you are! Exactly those childish mind games we used to play.

Still happy as a child with its small toys

Chipp, like me, was dedicated to growing older but not getting old.

Or is the cup at richest in its dregs?

We’re into the lunchtime claret at the Garrick again.
But here’s the verse that I love, for it so accurately describes us, certain other Stew-

ards and myself, sitting with Chipp on the bank of the Thames at the end of racing on a 
sunny evening. The course at Henley runs from North to South, and we’re just beyond 
the finish on the eastern bank looking across the river:

A fond old man of rowing, his bedtime nigh, 
Who still at western window stays to win 
A transient respite from the latening sky, 
And scarce can bear it when the sun goes in

And there we sit, glass in hand, wishing it would never end. I think I’ll request the per-
mission of the Headmaster and the Prefects to coin an expression this very day. We’ll 
call that exquisite last drink of the Regatta Day, ‘having a Chipp’.

And there we sit, glass in hand, wishing it would never end. But then, as we have just 
seen, it always does.

None of us will ever forget him. He loved us, and we loved him. It has been an honour 
 to be able to call him friend.
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Recently, I have come to understand just how Talleyrand, and other refugees from 
the Terror, must have felt two hundred years ago. When I meet old friends and past ac-
quaintances, it is clear from their faces that they can barely refrain from blurting out, 
“I didn’t know that you were still alive!” Some of them do not even bother to conceal 
their amazement that I can still walk and function. That being so, my deduction is that 
the King’s College Boat Club Committee decided to exhibit me as living proof that the 
experts are always totally wrong. Our politically correct health and safety masters (all 
doubtless sandal-wearing Guardian readers) would argue that I should be long dead. I 
have broken all the rules with a fine disregard for caution. Not only did I leap on and 
off buses at red lights until the spoilsports stopped it, but I endangered my life on oc-
casion in search of a story. I used to smoke sixty untipped a day, I drank too much, I ate 
to excess … and of course, I rowed. “Very bad for you,” they used to say. “It will damage 
your heart and shorten your life.” But if I had listened, life would have seemed much, 
much longer – and what a bore.

King’s has always represented longevity for me – and I don’t just mean the buildings. 
Before the vandals destroyed it, there was an ancient mulberry tree in Webb’s Court. 
Sitting under it in January 1945, when, as a 17-year-old soldier, I arrived to do an en-
trance exam, was an ancient figure wrapped in scarves and blankets. That was Profes-
sor Pigou. Shortly afterwards, I met an equally decrepit figure who gave me the first of 
many blessings. That was Provost Shepherd. They were my first impressions; and we 
thought, Can anyone be that old? They were twenty years younger than I am now.

Provost: your predecessor joined us sixty years ago for what was my first Bump Sup-
per in Lent Term, 1948. How different it was. Food was still rationed, but the College 
did do its best with what was available. No women were present. The Bumps were 
exclusively male. You could not see across the Hall for cigar and cigarette smoke. We 
broke training as soon as the last race was rowed – some even had a fag on the tow-
path. Training everywhere was far less serious in those days. Two great players in the 
Ashes series that glorious summer, Denis Compton and Keith Miller, told me years 
later that they never went near a gym in their lives. It would have interrupted drink-
ing time. (Just for the record, the Australians, with the best team they have every 
produced, comprehensively thrashed England. So nothing changes.)

But that summer was a dreadful one for KCBC. The crews, it seemed, competed 
for how many places they could go down. Only the Third Boat avoided winning their 
reverse oars. When we came back in October, some of us wondered whether it was 
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I Drank Too Much

worthwhile continuing. I doubt if any of us actually realised that the centenary was al-
most upon us. But one or two good people came up, and we set about recruiting all and 
sundry. The Club, at various times of the year, attracted ex-rugger players and choral 
scholars, as well as engineers and medics, who were told by their supervisors that they 
would not have time to row.

I realised that the College ethos meant that those who rowed had plenty of other in-
terests. COI was a joint Choir/Boat Club organisation and we sang operas on Saturday 
nights to the boisterous accompaniment of Boris Ord in his rooms. Oarsmen did not 
just join the Chetwynd; some were members of the Ten Club. A few of us even found 
time to act. Rowing was just one enthusiasm.

Slowly, things improved. We won the Clinker Fours, in 1949, with a crew that in-
cluded Jeremy Debenham, who was to get Trial Caps in three successive years, and 
that term the Eight came a very creditable 4th in the Fairbairns. Both crews were 
stroked by George Eddie, who, a couple of weeks ago, at almost 80, rowed for a Victo-
rian veterans crew against New South Wales. In 1950, there was a setback through last 
minute illness in the May boat, but that decade was to be a glorious period with the 
First Boat racing up the river. Adrian Cadbury and George Marshall were Blues, and 
the former, an Olympic oarsman. Another great achievement was in 1960, when our 
four reached the final of the Visitors’ at Henley, and were beaten by less than a length 
by a 1st and 3rd boat containing two blues and two trial caps. Through triumphs and, 
alas, too many disappointments, there was one steadfast rock – Claude Lester. As boat-
man, for many years he coached and encouraged. He is remembered with gratitude 
and affection by many of us – a real pillar of KCBC.

Now, with my coaching days long gone (I can scarcely get on a bike, let alone keep 
up with an eight), I am just an Old Heavy who regards with admiration the skill and 
determination with which you have achieved new successes, and have organised a 
thriving Club.
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My Lord: I have been asked to reply to you on behalf of the College. I am not very sure 
what the College is and shall return to that tricky subject in a moment. But before I 
get tied up, may I say how much we have all appreciated your speech. We thank you, 
and we also thank the other guests associated with you – the Vice-Chancellor of the 
University, His Worship the Mayor of Cambridge, the Registrary of the University, 
and our other guests.

To whom indeed – yes, it is a tricky subject – does the College belong? I have given 
some deep if confused thought to this. Not to the Governing Body, despite superficial 
evidence to the contrary. The Governing Body is wise, it is balanced, it is representa-
tive, it never loses its head, it is authoritative: but it lacks the exultation inseparable 
from true ownership. No one has ever heard the Governing Body sing or seen it dance, 
not even when it has lunched upon oysters and audit. I praise its sobriety and its sed-
entary stance, but I am obliged to pass on to individuals.

I have sometimes thought that the College was owned by the Bursars. Is the idea 
too fanciful? It would not have seemed so to Maynard Keynes. The Bursars interpret 
and manipulate the financial barometer, they tell the College whether it feels rich or 
poor, and when they say it feels rich they sometimes give it a present. They pave the 
front court; the money came out of the Wedd fund, still they did it. They have given the 
undergraduates a reading-room which can only be called panoramic: through whose 
windows every form of life can be viewed in every direction. They build the garden 
Hostel, that echoing corridor of harmony, where two pianos, it is said, can unite in a 
pianoforte duet through a partition wall. The drain – they do not touch the drain, but 
then who would? I do not underrate their power, but I think it is declining. They are 
certainly less powerful than when I was young, for they then had a magic ingredient 
which they have squandered. It was a paint. Its name was Bursar’s Green. Traces of 
Bursar’s Green are still visible to the antiquarian. It was very dark yet very aggressive, 
very chemical and more ‘commercial’ than any product known to me on the market, 
and with it they covered as much of the College as lay within the sweep of the Bursa-
rial arms: – passages, offices, rooms, and such baths and lavatories as then existed: 
there was not then this needless profusion. They were proceeding to the Chapel when 
the supply gave out. Had Bursar’s Green reached the Chapel, had it succeeded in tint-
ing the toe-nails of the perpendicular piers, the Bursars might have been indelible. As 
it is – no, I don’t think the Bursars do own the College any more.

And I also have to dismiss, with regret, that impressive but ephemeral figure the 
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Praelector. When the Praelector advances up the Senate House with four men hanging 
from his fingers like fish, when with a generous gesture he unhooks them and drops 
them at the Vice-Chancellor’s feet, he seems omnipotent. But think! It is only the Sen-
ate House where this is happening. It isn’t King’s. The Praelector’s claim fails.

And there are others – the College Staff, the Steward, the Deans, the Tutors, the 
Vice-Provost, the Provost. They too have claims to own the College, but I am sure they 
will waive them when I remind them of what they already know – namely that the 
College really belongs to the Undergraduates.

Now this is not a sentimental tribute to youth. It is a serious statement based on 
reason, experience, logic and probability. And I have to limit it, for undergraduates 
do not really own the College until they reach their third year. I know this, because I 
once reached it. In my first year I wasn’t sure of my clothes. In my second year I was 
too sure of myself. In my third year I was just right. Without arrogance and with exul-
tation, with occasional song and dance, I owned the place. I knew that the dons were 
nothing, but tried to conceal it from them. They laboured under the double disadvan-
tage of age and inexperience. To have lived so long and learned so little! I did what I 
could for them, but what could one do? And the freshmen were not much better than 
the dons though they might improve if they imitated me. The second year weren’t too 
bad, provided they knew their place. I knew that other third year men had felt the 
same, and would feel the same in the future; and I knew – this is significant – that my 
kingdom would not last long. And it didn’t. I lost my Kingdom of King’s when I took 
my B.A. degree and became a graduate of the University, and it has never returned. 
But something remained; Loyalty remained – in fact this is the only unforced loyalty 
I have ever experienced: in other cases I have had to be bullied or nagged into loyalty, 
usually by the newspapers who so well understand our finer feelings. Here, it has been 
spontaneous. It hasn’t been any bother. It has been the natural sequence to temporary 
ownership. Undergraduates not only own the College, – it is their duty to own it. That’s 
what I felt when I was one, and I feel it as strongly as ever today.

My final words, my Lord, are between ourselves. If the microphone carries them 
to other parts of the Hall, that is not my fault: it is due to the intervention of science. 
Science does put things where they shouldn’t be. Speaking in strict confidence, I have 
to tell you that I do not now belong here at all. I do nothing here whatsoever. I hold 
no college office, I attend no committee, I sit on no body, however solid, not even on 
the Annual Congregation, I co-op not, neither am I co-opted, I teach not, neither do I 
think, and even the glory in which I am now arrayed was borrowed from another col-
lege for the occasion. I am not to blame. What happened was this. Seven years ago I left 
the home where my family had lived for many years and I was in doubt where to go. 
The College heard of my dilemma and with divine illogicality, with regal insipience, 
invited me to make my home here. I have done so and now you know all. You know too 
that it has this evening out-colleged itself, and has deputed a person of no residential 
status to reply to you.

That, my Lord, terminates my aside. We now return to the general public. Raising 
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my voice to its natural level, may I thank you for what you have said about this very 
unusual place. May I thank you in the name of its third year men, and in the names of 
those who radiate from them this way and that through time.

Mr Provost, Gentlemen, 
I was not noted by my contemporaries at King’s, nor am I now exactly renowned 

in Fleet Street, for that “dropping down deadness of manner” which bishops used to 
require of their clergy and which the Prime Minister now expects – and sometimes 
demands – of editors. But I do feel truly humble and very much and sincerely hon-
oured tonight that I should have been asked to reply on behalf of the Kingspersons (as 
I suppose we now have to call ourselves) of our generation. It is a wonderful occasion, 
organised with that style and delicacy for which this college always has been noted.

That I, as an ageing oarsman, should be chosen to speak is in itself odd enough. 
But that I, as a working journalist, should be invited is odder still. Academics don’t as 
a whole like working journalists. They see us as, at best, literary prostitutes; though 
many are eager enough themselves to be paid ‘contributors’. Mr Provost: I suspect you 
think you have been much misquoted, misinterpreted and misunderstood by the press 
(since that day thirty-seven years ago next week – a day about which only you and 
the Press Association library have any recollection). You have been described as the  
A. J. P. Taylor of anthropology – and that, I agree, is enough to turn you off the press 
for good. Perhaps it is apocryphal, but I like the remark credited to you in broadcast-
ing circles a few years ago: “It’s not so much that we listen to the Third Programme; 
it’s just that we cherish its existence.” As someone added, for a Kingsman, “It’s not the 
wine in the bottle that matters, it’s the label that counts.”

But on reflection, perhaps it is not all that strange that I have been asked. Twenty-
five years ago, after I had received some fairly disastrous Part Two results (which 
shattered me, but did not greatly surprise Christopher), I was trotted (there is no other 
word for it) round the Front Court by ‘Adders’ and later consoled in the same way, but 
at a slower pace, by dear Patrick. Both used exactly the same words … “Never mind. 
When you are editor of the Daily Express it won’t matter at all.” I haven’t (thank good-
ness, looking at the current circulation trend) achieved that distinction, but that is 
how King’s generously and blindly optimistic sent me on my way.

Occasions like this are the source of much nostalgia – a sort of middle-aged jet lag. 
Let us leave aside (if that’s not lese majeste) those twin pillars of the establishment 
– the choir and the lordly economists (Kaldor and Kahn), and still we are constantly 
reminded for King’s and Kingsmen are never far from the news or our consciousness – 
the letters columns of The Times and other quasi-serious publications; Simon Raven’s 
alluring latest, offering itself invitingly on every airport bookstall in the world; the 

7.

A Permanence of Ideals
Speech by David Chipp proposing the health of King’s College,  

Cambridge, Saturday, September 27, 1975. 



26 | 27|When the State Wants to Treat Me OtherwiseON LIPS OF LIVING MEN

apotheosis of John Aldis – a mention in Insight in the Sunday Times; the occasional 
consecration or investiture, the more frequent incitement to riot or demonstration or 
protest, and of course our almost daily Marc.

My personal and constant reminder is that all-purpose, one man Royal Commis-
sion, the much committed and committee-ed Noel, encountered from time to time 
in the Crush Bar. “My dear Michael …” he booms, slapping his forehead, “I have been 
following your progress with interest!” Some minutes later, when I am able gently to 
point out that actually most people don’t call me Michael … “Of course not, how stupid 
of me: Anthony …”

That most intriguing of all Kingsmen, the first of our publicised secret policemen, 
had very decided views of where the British citizens’ loyalty and duty lay. Now another 
Kingsman (and near enough our contemporary) is urging us to search our conscienc-
es as we judge our own loyalty and patriotism. Francis Walsingham was concerned 
with transubstantiation; Peter Shore with transport. Our loyalty and patriotism is to 
be gauged by the sort of cars we drive, though not, apparently, by the make of china 
on which we may sup with our masters at Westminster. It is relevant, proper and for 
most of us much, much easier to think of other, rather more important, loyalties and 
emotions. In this Hall in 1952, at Founder’s Feast, Morgan Forster spoke of his feeling 
for King’s as the “only unforced loyalty I have ever experienced.” As we reporters are 
always being accused of taking things out of context, I had better tell you that he con-
tinued, “in other cases I have had to be bullied or nagged into loyalty, usually by the 
newspapers who so well understand our finer feelings.”

As we sink gracelessly (most of us), grotesquely (some of us), resentfully (all of us) 
and inevitably into middle-age, with its attendant complacent self-satisfaction and 
querulous questioning of all this change, let us remember what King’s gave us and 
gives us. It is a permanence rare in this world, this country and indeed this city. It is 
a permanence not just of buildings – though I understand that some of the trendier 
would excommunicate the Chapel from their ideal congregation in a totally worldly 
and materialistic college. It is a permanence (dare I say it?) of ideals, of standards and 
above all of memories. All of us have our own memories and our own assessment of 
what we gained from what Provost Sheppard called the intangibles that King’s pro-
vides. For me, its gifts were the lesson that intolerance was not the preserve of any 
particular age-group and that tolerance was perhaps the greatest of the virtues; the 
example of that wry humour which keeps, I hope, my scepticism this side of cynicism; 
but above all, the vision of maturity, because it was here for the first time in my life 
(certainly not in the army) that I was treated as an adult.

This is not, then, a general all-embracing toast on your behalf, nor can it be. It is one 
that each of us must make individually expressing our own thanks, our own admira-
tion, our own love and affection all wrapped in our own particular memories …

King's

So. Here we are again.
Before the last dinner in 1993, Andrew Leggatt wrote to some of us urging attendance 

because it might be our last opportunity. Since then a new Register has appeared thanks 
to the painstaking efforts of Hal Dixon, Tess Adkins and their colleagues. Thank you all.

Was it George or Emma who chose to send us up with the choice of Psalm 90 at Even-
song? But whichever, the Psalmist certainly needs some heavy sub-editing as he is far 
too pessimistic about lifespans.

Andrew, your worries may have been premature. If you will look at the Register, there 
are three current Kingsmen who have reached five score years and at least thirty-five 
who have passed four score years and ten. Usually reliable sources tell me we can expect 
to be invited again in nine years time and if that is the usual gap some of us can expect to 
be available for two if not three more reunions. By that time, of course, the choral schol-
ars who have enchanted and delighted us tonight will be entering middle age. But don’t 
worry chaps. Choral scholars appear to be ageless. In my direct line of sight I can see 
Tim Fisher, Josh Aldis and Chris Zealey and all look just the same after fifty years, or al-
most the same. And those of us who listen to what we still call the Third Programme are 
reminded of the choir continually. Stephen appears on the air waves so often these days.

I am honoured to have been urged by the Provost to be your spokesman, even though 
I have done it before. As we know, he has exceptional powers of persuasion but I should 
tell him that when he appears on television, he drives two elderly titled ladies of my ac-
quaintance to paroxysms of fury. (They hunted into their eighties when their hips gave 
out.) We thank you, Provost, and everyone else concerned, for entertaining us so gener-
ously tonight. Memories of the Misses Tallerman and the British Restaurant in Petty 
Cury have faded with the years. The food has been excellent, and I am told the wine is 
superb. I have prudently not drunk until the end of my speech, but those around me have 
lined up the glasses for when I sit down.

When I spoke twenty-four years ago, I suggested that many of us were sinking resent-
fully, grotesquely, gracelessly, albeit inevitably, into middle age. Now – and there is no 
getting away from it – we are deemed to be old (even if that display of athleticism as we 
ran to avoid the rain after Chapel would seem to demonstrate otherwise). We are old 
with all the attendant problems that means – not just forgetting names and what hap-
pened yesterday. But as I look round I see serenity … or is it resignation? One of the un-
fading memories of our time here is of that ancient and decrepit figure scattering bless-
ings round the College. Goodness he was so old. You may not have realized it, but when 
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I came up, Provost Sheppard was younger than most of us gathered here tonight. And 
why are we the ones who have lived so long? For some it must be the reward for a useful 
and blameless life – the spiritual divines, eminent academics, learned judges, brilliant 
musicians and artists, and what we now should probably call the caring professions such 
as doctors, diplomats and ... lawyers? But for others, certainly including myself, it must 
be Divine Providence. If that is so, then Providence resembles nothing so much as the 
workings of the Home Office – cockups rather than conspiracies, and the propensity to 
mislay personal files.

Speaking of the Home Office, it has been brought home to me over the years, and 
again in the last fortnight, that my career at King’s must be judged a failure. I was never 
approached to become a spy or agent. And yet I had all the apparent qualifications – a 
sportsman, a member of both the Ten Club and the Chetwynd, a would-be foreign cor-
respondent, and I drank too much. But no one tried to recruit me. Not by Russians, nor 
the East Germans. Not the Americans, and not even the British. There were, it must be 
said, a couple of inexplicable invitations to sherry, but when a hand was placed on my leg 
I realised that spying was not what was in mind.

You may have noted that I did not mention politicians in that list of worthy Kingsmen. 
Thank goodness, the College did not contribute to that Cambridge gang in the Commons, 
which ran this country in the 80s and 90s. Most of us think that sort of thing should be 
left to Oxford, or perhaps Peterhouse (and we don’t have to make up jokes about that col-
lege anymore). But King’s has produced a glorious exception, the original and eccentric 
Tam Dalyell. Tam could not be here tonight, but we all thank him for adding to the sum 
total of human merriment, and for being quintessentially a Kingsman.

Some of you will doubtless remember what someone said to me tonight was probably 
the best speech ever made in this Hall. When Morgan Forster spoke at the 1952 Founder’s 
Feast, he said that his feelings for King’s represented “the only unforced loyalty I have 
experienced.” We share his love for the College and its sense of permanence, though we 
may from time to time be exasperated by occasional evidence of manic political correct-
ness or its admissions policies, especially when these concern sons or daughters.

Tonight is a moment for shared nostalgia and private memories and our own assess-
ment of what we gained from what Provost Sheppard called ‘the intangibles’. For me, 
those gifts were the lesson that intolerance was not the preserve of any particular age 
group and that tolerance was perhaps the greatest of the virtues. It taught me not to take 
myself too seriously and provided examples of that wry humour which I hope keeps my 
scepticism this side of cynicism. But I suppose above all it helped me towards maturity, 
for it was here that for the first time in my life I was treated as an adult. Now, when the 
state wants to treat me otherwise, I remember King’s.

Each of us remembers wonderful times and friends, both contemporaries and teachers, 
 who are no longer with us. I am just your spokesman: for this cannot be an all-embrac-
ing toast.

We make it individually expressing our own thanks, our own admiration, our own 
love all wrapped up in our own memories …

King's

I Believe in following the convention of building a sermon round scriptural texts. For 
this Sunday, Quinquagesima, appropriate texts abound. For example, the Collect, with 
its reference to “that most excellent gift of charity.” Here, and in the Epistle for today, 
the word ‘charity’, from the Latin caritas, of course, means ‘love’. It is the love which, 
in the Collect, the Lord is begged to “pour into our hearts.” It is the “very bond of 
peace and of all virtues.” We should note the inclusion here of ‘peace’. And we should 
see the reference to ‘virtues’ as, not only the abnegation of sin, but, in the context of 
love, the suppression of self-absorption, and of disdain of our fellow beings, scorning 
and ignoring their feelings and wishes, and the possibility that they might help us with 
a touch of a wisdom that we lack.

And then there is the Epistle for this day, I Corinthians, Chapter 13, that one-verse-
chapter which begins, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels, and 
have not love, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.” And which ends 
“and now abideth faith, hope, love, these three: but the greatest of these is love.” This 
last sentence I take as my text.

So it is clear why Quinquagesima Sunday is the one on which, as the late Dean Vi-
dler taught me, the sermon should be about love. And indeed to preach love is all too 
urgently needed in times when – and in this they are not very different from most 
times – love is so often forgotten, aggressiveness, antagonism, sullenness, bitterness 
and even cruelty being substituted for it. Thus we are left burdened with the encum-
brance of spite, and with the debasement of grace under a deadening load of vindic-
tiveness and mean, negative intentions.

We forgo the beautiful freedom forgiveness confers; we miss the soaring liberation 
love affords. Love which, George Herbert says, should be our dove:

Come ye hither all, whose love
 Is your dove,
And exalts you to the skie:
Here is love, which having breath
 Ev’n in death,
After death can never die.

We may recollect the old saying, ‘all the world loves a lover’, a sentiment which ex-
tols that special property of love as the infectious communicator of grace among us all, 
but which is a gift of grace that these days seems seldom to touch hearts. It might be 
asked, is not this too pessimistic at a time when such a generous response was made to 

9.

Love:
The Motor of Life

Sermon preached in King’s College Chapel by Peter Avery,  
Sunday, February 6, 2005 (Quinquagesima). 
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victims of the South-East Asian tidal-wave? But the kind of love we are talking about 
does not necessarily inform such great public gestures. Love on a large scale and in 
response to some kind of ikon is one thing. Individual cultivation of amity with neigh-
bours is another. Our theme is love among individuals and in our own community: the 
kind of love that means suppression of anger, rancour, resentment. The love which 
spreads its radiance so that, as the Collect has it, it is the “very bond of peace.”

But love is full of surprises. Cupid’s dart penetrates the heart all of a sudden. Cupid’s 
dart? Am I talking about Agape, or Eros? Well, I have to confess that these terms repre-
sent for me a typically Greek dichotomy which, absorbed as I am in Islamic mysticism, 
Sufism, is a distinction I cannot any longer emphasise. Part of Sufism’s power and at-
traction is the way in which, dealing as it does exclusively with the love that yearns for 
re-connection with our Divine origin, knows no difference between Eros which is Cu-
pid, and Agape which is spiritual love. Sufism is a force aimed at comprehending and 
directing all human endeavour in universal compassion, and suppression of prejudices 
and narrow sectarianism.

When I say “love is full of surprises”, I am put in mind of a recent stay in a hospital 
ward in which there were four of us, three, like me, octogenarians, and one a lorry-
driver aged thirty-three or thirty-four. I was reminded of the comradeship and the 
helping hands those of us who lived through it experienced during the World War II, 
when we were all so nice and attentive to each other. In that hospital ward, I was wres-
tling with a recalcitrant pyjama jacket. Suddenly, there was an arm placing my arm 
in the sleeve of the jacket. And when I wanted to see something on the television, the 
same young man, without my requesting him to do so, crossed the ward from his bed 
in the far corner to show me how the television worked. He then went out of the ward 
to purchase the card that had to be inserted in it so that I might watch the programme. 
And there was the gentle squeezing of my fingers when a newfound friend saw that 
I was in pain. And the sharing of cakes and fruit that some of the other occupants of 
the ward had had brought to them by kind friends. In that ward, I unexpectedly found 
myself bathed in the grace of unfeigned, unpremeditated, perfectly sincere and simple 
love. It was indeed as if the ward were presided over by angels.

So you see that, in spite of pessimism about how aggressive and filled with dissension 
society seems to have become, love is still quietly waiting for some special circumstance 
such as adversity to make it manifest among comrades. This latent love is always wait-
ing for us consciously to fill our hearts with it and guide our actions by it. And we 
should not forget that love is the antidote to pride. We should remember the epistle:

Love suffereth long and is kind; love envieth not; love vaunteth not itself, is not puffed up, 
does not behave itself unseemly, seeketh not its own, is not easily provoked, thinketh no evil, 
rejoiceth not in iniquity, but rejoiceth in the truth; beareth all things, believeth all things, 
hopeth all things, endureth all things.

At the core of our religion, love spells the humility which is Christianity’s hallmark. It 
is the humility memorably expressed by George Herbert, to whom we must return for 
that poem we all know, and the title of which is ‘Love’:

Love bade me welcome: yet my soul drew back,
 Guiltie of dust and sinne.
But quick-ey’d Love, observing me grow slack
 From my first entrance in,
Drew nearer to me, sweetly questioning,
 If I lacked any thing.

A guest, I answer’d, worthy to be here:
 Love said, You shall be he.
I the unkinde, ungratefull? Ah my deare,
 I cannot look on thee.
Love took my hand, and smiling did reply,
 Who made the eyes but I?
Truth Lord, but I have marr’d them: let my shame
 Go where it doth deserve.
And know you not, sayes Love, who bore the blame?
 My deare, then I will serve.
You must sit down, sayes Love, and taste my meat:
 So I did sit and eat.

Of true, self-sacrificing love, we need never be ashamed. As at the beginning I alluded 
to the last sentence of I Corinthians, 13, so I will conclude with those words which say 
that love is the greatest of the three virtues that include faith and hope; love which 
Dante called “the motor of life”, and which sustains life in hope and faith.



Journalism Should Be Fun

“Journalism should be fun. 
If we do not find it so, we might as well be bank clerks …”

David Chipp
at his first Press Association editorial conference in 1969
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David Chipp never did anything by half measure.
Characteristically, he celebrated his eightieth birthday last year with global flam-

boyance … in London, at his beloved Garrick Club; in Australia, where he spent happy 
youthful years; in Beijing, where he was the first western correspondent after the 
Communist takeover; in Singapore, Hong Kong and probably other venues.

But I suspect the celebration that moved him most was just across Fleet Street 
from here, a spontaneous tribute by reporters, sub-editors and photographers who 
were at the Press Association in the Chipp era, from 1969 to 1986.

The upper floor of the historic Cheshire Cheese was crammed. One veteran wrote 
afterwards: “Talking to old friends now scattered through the media I was struck by 
the fact that most looked upon the Chipp years as one of the most remarkable and 
enjoyable times of their lives … David’s leadership was the major contribution to the 
pride and pleasure most of them felt.”

I wasn’t surprised. David gave me the opportunities that made my last eighteen 
years in Fleet Street the happiest and most satisfying of my career. He also shared 
with me his own love of Wagner – sitting through the whole Ring Cycle in a week is 
a mighty bonding experience!

He set the tone when he moved from a distinguished career in Reuters to become 
the PA’s Editor-in-Chief. He told his first editorial conference: “journalism is fun. And 
if we don’t find it so we might as well be bank clerks – and probably be better paid.”

And he did make it fun. PA had good journalists but low morale due to years of in-
sipid leadership. No encouragement, just nit-picking. Chipp gave us encouragement, 
a sense of adventure and imagination fired by his own passion for news-gathering, 
fought for freedom to report and supported his journalists when they came under 
fire. We became a family. And the bachelor who clearly loved his own family – his 
sister, his niece and her family – became part of our families, a role he continued 
through retirement, attending individual family celebrations and times of sadness, 
giving us his hospitality, visiting those in hospital and, I know, praying for those in 
sickness or distress.

And now I must obey his last editorial instruction: “Short speeches – four min-
utes”. So my message on behalf of the journalists of the Press Association, whose lives 
he so enriched, is:
We respected you … We loved you … And we shall never forget you ….
And finally, a message from David himself to everyone here today – and many others. 

10.

Cheshire Cheese:
The Journalists’ Tribute

Address by Reg Evans at St Bride’s,  
Fleet Street, Thursday, November 20, 2008.

He left a wish for this quote from a letter by Sir Alan Lascelles to the biographer,  
Rupert Hart Davis, to be read at the service:

The gods have been immeasurably good to me in the friends they have sent me all my  
life long.
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A traveller’s reward
Article in “The Times Diary” by P.H.S., The Times, January 27, 1969.

David Chipp, who takes over as Press Association’s editor-in-chief in March, was the 
first and for a time the only, non-Communist correspondent in Peking. As Reuter’s 
manager in Asia he was also partly responsible for appointing Anthony Grey to the 
Peking post. Not surprisingly, he has been coordinating Reuter’s efforts to gain Grey’s 
release, and is bitterly depressed by the lack of any progress.

Chipp’s whole career has been with Reuter. The first congratulatory cable he re-
ceived after hearing of his new job was from [UN Secretary General] U Thant – a 
friend since the days of his first permanent assignment, as Reuter’s man in Rangoon.

Now, he says, “there are bound to be times when I miss the international scene – 
when there is big news breaking in the world and I will wish I was in on it. But there 
are plenty of big stories happening in this country – and a strong press needs a strong 
domestic news agency.”

A 41-year-old bachelor, Chipp was at Geelong Grammar School when Rupert Mur-
doch, the News of the World’s proprietor, was “very junior”. He learnt rowing there, 
and still coaches Cambridge college crews for Henley and the May races. His weekend 
home is near Henley – at Ibstone, where Barbara Castle is a fellow-villager and Sun-
day-lunchtime-pub-visitor, and where he can play Wagner “as loudly as I like”. During 
the week he has a flat in Fleet Street – “opposite El Vino’s”.

✴

Retort to censorship ‘wolves’
Article by Michael Parkin in The Guardian, Wednesday, November 17, 1971.

The editor in chief of the Press Association, Mr David Chipp, yesterday attacked 
those who called for censorship of press and television reporting in Northern Ireland.

“The wolves are out for us all,” he told journalists attending the Northern Com-
mand press conference at York. He was particularly scornful of a recent call for a ban 
on the instant interview with soldier or terrorist. “This is dangerous rubbish,” said 
Mr Chipp. “What is it they don’t like? What we are reporting? Or the fact that we are 
there at all?

“They were at it again yesterday. A back bench MP is reported as having said that 
censorship might have to be imposed unless the media were prepared to make a vol-
untary agreement to submit their material to higher authority. I have news for him. 
They will have to do their own dirty work. We are never going to help the Government 
to impose censorship.”

11.

Reporting Chipp
The “wolves” were, as always, out for that easy prey, the BBC. The Minister of De-

fence had attacked the BBC and so had Private Eye. But Mr Chipp wanted to go on the 
record, as an individual journalist, in saying that he thought the BBC had done a mar-
vellous job of news coverage in Northern Ireland on television and radio.

Its performance should be judged on a 24 hours a day, seven days a week basis, and 
not on any single broadcast or interview. No other broadcasting organization could 
equal its consistent quality.

There had been a very high standard of reporting from Northern Ireland, so high 
that the men and women working there had proved that today’s reporter was every bit 
as good as those legendary figures of Fleet Street’s past.

Mr Chipp said that press and television would continue to try to report Northern 
Ireland in a “balanced and impartial way.” Many people would not like what the re-
porters did.

What worried him particularly was that as the situation grew worse the temptation 
to manage the news or censor it would grow. There were always those among our mas-
ters who wanted to limit the powers and rights of the press. For example, there was 
the Sunday Telegraph secrets prosecution and the attempts made by various authori-
ties, at all levels, to manipulate D-Notices so that they could be used to protect what 
was seen as the national interest, and not to guard the national security for which they 
were intended.

Attempts were made to suggest that a D-Notice should cover the antics on Anguilla: 
the revelation by a Merchant Navy officer after he had been released by the Chinese 
that he had been asked to spy by the Navy; and, more recently, the identity of the Rus-
sian defector, Lyalin. All those attempts were strenuously and successfully resisted by 
press representatives on the D-Notices Committee.

As if to demonstrate his objectivity, Mr Chipp also accused the press itself of news 
management through the operation of the lobby system, which was “all very cosy and 
exclusive, like any tong or mafia, and easily manipulated.”

Finally, he urged all journalists to watch carefully that events and the temper of the 
times, be it civil war in Ireland or the Puritan revolution at home, did not, as a side ef-
fect, damage our freedom.

“Let the blaze of publicity fall upon Ireland still; let all sides be heard, and let there be 
no inhibitions in our reporting. If what is happening is right, then it will bear the light of 
day. If it is wrong, then surely the people should know about it earlier rather than later.”

✴

Surprisingly enough, there were quite a number of people I knew 
A typescript of this personal note, dated December 12, 1973,  

was found amongst Chipp’s papers.

I hate getting into evening dress and my flat seemed even more dark and squalid com-
pared with what was likely to come later in the evening. For once in my life I got ready 
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in good time and rang the bell of the flat next door so that they could inspect me to see 
that all was well and that I had not forgotten any buttons. The car came at 7.30 and we 
drove slowly to the Mall where we sat for about five minutes before joining the queue 
of other cars going in. Most had chauffeurs but Jeremy Thorpe, who had lunched with 
me earlier in the day, told me that he always drives himself, so I may do that in future 
if I am ever asked again.

Flunkeys on the door but surprisingly no one to open the car doors, though there 
were plenty about when we left later. Up the main staircase which was flanked by 
troopers of the Horse Guards and Life Guards in full uniform. Guests were greeted in 
an anteroom by the Duchess of Grafton (Mistress of the Robes) and by the Lord Ma-
clean (Lord Chamberlain), after being given a book with all the details of the evening 
and a seating plan by one of the Household staff.

We then had drinks in the gallery and spent some time looking at the marvellous 
pictures including the well-known one of Charles I on Horseback by Van Dyck. Sur-
prisingly enough there were quite a number of people I knew and who knew me in-
cluding Lord Hailsham, the Lord Chief Justice, the Master of Clare, Sir Robert Mark, 
and several members of the Queen’s household, including Philip Moore, who was re-
gretting the fact that because of the State visit he had missed the Varsity match for the 
first time since he played in it just after the war.

After about twenty or thirty minutes, doors were opened and we filed in to be pre-
sented by name to the Queen who then presented us to President Mobutu. Also in the 
receiving line were Madame Mobutu, the Duke of Edinburgh and the Queen Moth-
er. We then walked to the State Ballroom and took our places at the huge U-shaped 
table decorated with vast vases of flowers and adorned with some marvellous gold 
tableware. Gold plate decorated the one end of the Ballroom and at the other was the 
main table backed by a canopy for the Throne. When we had all taken our places, the 
Queen’s procession moved in to the accompaniment of the National Anthem played 
by the band of the Welsh Guards in the gallery above the Ballroom. The Queen and 
President Mobutu were preceded by The Lord Chamberlain and Lord Steward hold-
ing their wands of office and walking backwards. Other members of the Royal Family 
attending were the Prince of Wales, Princess Margaret and the Earl of Snowdon, The 
Duchess of Gloucester, Prince Richard of Gloucester, the Duke of Kent, Prince Michael 
of Kent, Princess Alexandra and Princess Alice. As they moved up the Ballroom men 
bowed and the ladies curtsied. We then sat down to a fair meal though it didn’t live up 
to the surroundings or the gold plate. The menu was:

Crème Argenteuil 
✴ 

Flétan Breval 
✴ 

Selle d’Agneau Polignac 
Petits Pois à la Flamande 

Pommes Fondantes 
Salade 

✴ 
Bombe Nesselrode 

Friandises

and the wines:

Fino La Ina 
✴ 

Waldracher Krone Kabinett 1971 
✴ 

Château Batailley 1964 
✴ 

Moët & Chandon 1966 
✴ 

Quinta do Noval 1960

The orchestra played throughout in a discreet fashion. I was sitting between Mrs 
Thorpe (formerly Marion, Countess of Harewood) and Mrs Gordon Richardson, wife 
of the Governor of the Bank of England. Both were very easy table companions and 
it was a most enjoyable meal. The tables are too wide to have any conversation with 
those opposite.

The waiters, most of whom were freelancers were brought in for the occasion and 
were dressed in varying liveries which all looked a bit scruffy and rather like theatri-
cal costumes. Behind the Queen was the Captain of the Gentlemen at Arms in full 
uniform and a number of Beefeaters. As someone said afterwards, sitting down there, 
it was hard to realise that outside there was trouble on the railways, in the mines, in 
the power stations and in the City. It was a different age and they still do it very well.

After dinner the Queen made a speech and we drank the health of President Mobu-
tu who then replied. This was followed by piped music from ten pipers of the Irish 
Guards. It isn’t my favourite form of indoor music and by the look of some of the faces, 
this view was shared by quite a few of the people. Apparently Queen Victoria was 
devoted to this form of entertainment and the tradition continues. The gold plate and 
cutlery was splendid enough but in many ways the best things were the dessert service 
and the plates for the sweet course. Each plate in the former appeared to be different 
and had illustrations of various kinds of birds. The service is called “de M. de Bouffon” 
after the great French naturalist. The latter was a Royal Minton service made in 1876 
for Queen Victoria. It had a turquoise border with panels of flowers with the Royal 
monogram on the centre.

After the speeches, the Royal party left and we followed them into anterooms for 
coffee and liqueurs. The guests mixed and various people were taken to be presented 
to members of the Royal family or to the President. I spoke in my halting French to a 
number of President Mobutu’s suite and then Lord Napier who is Equerry to Princess 
Margaret said that the Princess would like to meet me. I was taken over and presented 
and renewed acquaintanceship with her husband who, as Tony Armstrong-Jones, I 
have known well for twenty-five years. One has heard all sorts of stories about Princess 
Margaret but she could not have been nicer, was very relaxed and amusing and made 
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me feel very much at ease. We talked about the press and the theatre and later with 
Lord Snowdon, I had a long talk about television filming and press intrusion. Princess 
Margaret is obviously very unphotogenic because she looked marvellous close to.

Afterwards, I was introduced briefly to a circle standing around the Queen and hav-
ing general conversation with her. She left at about 11.30 and the party started to break 
up at 11.45.

By midnight I was back at Crane Court which seemed even more squalid than when 
I left it.

✴

It was private and thus memorable in every way 
A typescript of this personal note, dated February 10, 1978,  

was found amongst Chipp’s papers.

The Press Association mounted an exhibition of photos, both coloured and black 
and white, called The Silver Years to mark the Jubilee. The exhibition has been shown 
in such places as London, Norwich, Edinburgh, Bristol, Portsmouth, Southampton. It 
consists of two light boxes on each of which are displayed three large coloured trans-
parencies (30 x 20) and forty screens on each of which are coloured and black and 
white pictures chosen from the many thousands PA has taken during the Queen’s reign. 
There are more than one hundred on display. They stretch from the Coronation to the 
recent Christening. When several members of the Press Office visited the exhibition 
at our headquarters in Fleet Street, I suggested that we could take it to Buckingham  
Palace so that it would be easily seen by any interested members of the Household 
(there are more than three hundred of them). This suggestion was enthusiastically 
received, particularly when I emphasised that it would be quite private and with ab-
solutely no publicity. The Queen gave her permission for the cinema at the Palace to 
be used and the exhibition was set up there on Monday, February 6. (The whole thing, 
stands and all, folds up into the back of a Cortina Estate car.)

On Friday, February 10, I had a long-standing luncheon engagement with Ron Al-
lison, the Queen’s Press Secretary, and an equally long-standing one to have my hair 
done in preparation for my forthcoming trip. Ron asked me to come to the Palace at 
1245 as the Master of the Household had invited me to luncheon and it was possible 
that the Queen would visit the exhibition quite privately in the afternoon.

Thus in dark suit, blue tie and looking quite smart (for me) to St James’s for hair at 
1130 and Burlington Arcade for new shoes and then to the Privy Purse entrance of the 
Palace. After a chat with Ron in his office, which boasts a Canaletto, to the Equerries 
Room where pre-lunch drinks are taken and where I met among others Sir Antho-
ny Blunt, Keeper of the Queen’s Pictures and Canon James Mansell, Chaplain of the 
Chapels Royal. Then to lunch with senior members of the Household at the invitation 
of the Master of the Household, Admiral Sir Peter Ashmore. Lunch was in an oval-
shaped room looking out on to the garden. There were two or three large round tables 

and a sideboard from which we served ourselves (fish, veg and chips – it being a Fri-
day). Beer or orange juice was served by footmen who removed the plates after we had 
finished. I sat next to the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Maclean. After plum pie, cheese 
and coffee, Ron Allison and I walked to the other side of the palace to the cinema. It 
must be the only one with a several hundred set dinner service of Meissen in cabinets 
round the wall and an ormolu mirror over the fireplace and Landseers on the walls. 
(The plates all have different birds in blue.) The chairs had all been moved back from 
the space in front of the stage (where presumably the royal children used to perform 
their pantomimes). Ron Allison then left me alone and went to see if the Queen was 
still going to look in. It was not a formal engagement, but quite private and thus not 
in the Court Circular or anything, but was entered in her private diary. The Queen’s 
detective, Chief Supt. Michael Trestrail, looked in to say “hello” and as he left said the 
Queen would not be long.

I heard voices; the door was opened by Ron and in came four dogs followed by Her 
Majesty and three more dogs. There were four corgies, two dorgies and a King Charles 
spaniel which belongs to Prince Andrew. I was presented to the Queen by Ron who 
shut the door and the three of us were left together. The Queen was wearing what to 
my eyes was a turquoise/green woollen dress, black shoes and handbag and wearing 
a rope of three strings of pearls and a diamond brooch. She also had reading glasses, 
which she did not use, on a chain around her neck. She looked absolutely marvellous. 
Our conversation was, of course, private, and thus not to be written down, even in pri-
vate notes such as these, but sufficient to say that she put me completely at my ease, was 
amusing and interesting and interested in the pictures. She has a great eye for detail 
and pointed out things we had not noticed and obviously remembers every incident 
clearly. She spoke of the difficulties of organising a group photograph as at the Chris-
tening and obviously had considerable knowledge of photography. She also recognised 
the PA headquarters in a picture of the Jubilee coach passing down Fleet Street.

I accompanied her round the pictures and she examined each carefully with com-
ments on most, such as pointing out the changing fashion in hats. When she came to 
the end, she thanked me and said how interested she had been. I realised as she left 
surrounded by her dogs, who had scampered or slept throughout the tour, that she had 
been in the room for thirty-five minutes. It could not have been easier or nicer and it 
was private and thus memorable in every way.

✴

I may marry even yet
Linda Christmas interviews David Chipp for the Guardian Women’s series,  

The Bachelors, in The Guardian, Thursday, February 23, 1978.

David Chipp admits in Who’s Who that he is unmarried. It’s not that he is proud of the 
status, but he thought it both courteous and useful to supply such information for the 
benefit of embassies and others who like to invite him to functions. As editor-in-chief 
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of the Press Association there are many such invitations.
While he may not be proud of his status, David Chipp is, at fifty, undoubtedly happy 

with it and at ease talking about it. He says his life has been marvellous, full of travel, 
interests and friends. His professional travels started soon after Cambridge, when af-
ter two years as a sports reporter for Reuters, he was sent to Southeast Asia, and after 
that became the first Western, non-Communist journalist to be based in Peking.

When the Peking stint came to an end in 1958, David Chipp returned to London, and 
has since then held various London-based managerial positions with both Reuters and 
PA, but nonetheless I wondered whether his early travels and determination to suc-
ceed had affected his inclination to marry. Did he notice at Cambridge, for example, 
that he did more work and had less fun than his contemporaries?

“Absolutely not. I haven’t ever felt different in any way. If you are devoted to doing 
a job well, you will do so whether you are a bachelor or not. Having decided at Cam-
bridge that I was the wrong shape to be an actor, I thought I’d like to become a journal-
ist. I wanted to become another James Cameron, in other words a great reporter, and 
the greatest compliment I ever received was when Zhou Enlai described me as a very 
serious correspondent.

“I don’t know for sure, but I suspect that being a bachelor helped me to get the Pe-
king job in the first place. When I returned from Peking, I was thirty and I thought 
about leaving agency life for a newspaper, but no one seemed that anxious to have me 
at the time, so I have stayed with Reuters and PA.

“I honestly don’t think that ambition has kept me a bachelor. It is simply that the 
right available woman has not come along. The inclination to marry is still there, but 
it becomes more difficult to realise. I may marry even yet. I do wonder what it will be 
like to be a bachelor in old age, but the thought does not really depress me. My only real 
regret is not having children. I regret that very much. I adore children and encourage 
my friends to bring theirs to visit me. I also have a small but very close family and my 
sister’s daughter has children of her own now.

“My mother who is eighty-nine has only just given up living on her own. We are an 
independent family and I am a solitary person in some ways. I like to describe myself 
as a gregarious hermit. I love parties and entertaining my friends, but I am also quite 
happy speaking to no one from the time I finish my shopping on Saturday morning 
until I return to the office on Monday morning.”

David Chipp also claims to be “by nature lazy and disorganised,” so that he needs a 
fairly strict routine. He has a small flat within two minutes’ walk of his Fleet Street of-
fice, and a weekend retreat in Buckinghamshire which he bought ten years ago. Every 
Thursday evening, social engagements or not, he drives his car to Ibstone and then 
commutes to Fleet Street on Friday, so that he can avoid the Friday exodus.

“I leave home on Friday morning at 7 am and drive to Hillingdon where I park the 
car and catch the Metropolitan line into Farringdon. This part of the journey takes 35 
minutes, so I can read three papers and be at my desk by 8.15 or 8.20. During the week, 
I awake at 6.30, listen to the radio and read the paper, bath and shave, eat a bowl of Al-

pen – because I have this constant fight with my waistline – and then I’m in the office 
soon after 8 am. I reckon I can be an editor between 8 and 9.30 and after that I’m an 
administrator. On Saturday I may get up a little later, say, 7.30, but I like to be shopping 
by 8.30 or 9 am, because I hate queues.”

The Buckingham retreat started life as two cottages and has been extended to make 
a huge dining room where adults can eat while children chase the deer on the other 
side of the garden wall. Buckinghamshire was chosen deliberately because it was on 
the right side of London for visits to his family who live around Cheltenham and near 
enough to London for friends to come for Sunday lunch, and for him to contemplate 
Saturday evening at the opera.

“The house is what the estate agents call secluded but not isolated, and I have the 
ultimate in status symbols: a deer-proof fence. And, of course, Mrs Paris who has a 
light touch with the pastry and makes the puds whenever I’m entertaining. She comes 
in about one-and-a-half days a week to clean, and I bring down my laundry to her at 
the weekends. I have someone to clean my London flat once a week and the rest I do 
myself. Even if I could afford someone to do everything for me, I wouldn’t want it. I 
enjoy doing things for myself.

“Sometimes at the weekends I make lots of leek soup and cook a ham and bring it 
back to London, because if I am eating out at lunchtime, I might not bother with much 
in the evening so scrambled egg and soup would be all right. I’m also a member of the 
Garrick Club and eat there quite often. But on the other hand, I’m just as happy in the 
flat. I’ve cancelled everything for Washington Behind Closed Doors.”

A typical week for David Chipp goes rather like this: Monday, leave office by 6 pm; 
visit colleague in hospital; grill steak.

Tuesday: Lunch: Monsanto Sports Writer of the Year Award; 5.30 pm: D-Notice 
Committee, dinner at Garrick with friend (male).

Wednesday: Lunch with newly appointed editor in chief of Reuters; evening, Box-
ing Writers’ annual dinner with PA’s chief sports reporter.

Thursday: Lunch with accountant; evening, dinner with general manager of Reu-
ters and his wife in Beckenham, Kent, then drive to Ibstone.

Friday: Drive to Cheltenham to see the tailor he has patronised since boyhood; col-
lect mother and go on for lunch with sister. Return to Ibstone late afternoon stopping 
on the way to visit aunt in hospital; evening by the fire with tele and a bottle of wine; 
Starsky and Hutch and Match of the Day.

Sunday: relaxing day, a little reading, a little writing – a third novel (the first two 
are unpublished).

There was no music, and no entertaining in this particular week, but one of the 
delights of a flat so close to Fleet Street is, he says, deciding to go to the theatre or a 
concert at the last minute. It’s only a short walk to the Aldwych.

“The joys of being on one’s own are mainly selfish. I don’t have to think of anyone 
else and I can leave a dinner party when I feel like it and I can go on holiday when and 
where I like. I enjoy walking in Crete or Scotland, and it is nice to meet up with a fel-
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low walker for several days and then be on one’s own again. Of course there are times 
when I feel it would be nice to share the moment with someone, but this passes and I’d 
really much prefer to travel by myself.”

In the bachelor’s pad, the sofa makes into a double bed, the remains of tomato soup 
are in a saucepan on one of the cooker’s two rings and a rug gets in the way of the door 
opening. The place is tidy but unglamorous, apart that is from a collection of chinoise-
rie. The bachelor, however, took my cloak and hung it on a hanger. I can’t recall anyone 
ever doing that before.

As we walked back to Fleet Street, he said: “And here’s another difference between 
me and a married man. I must leave you here, I’ve got to go and buy a birthday card for 
an ex-girlfriend.”

✴

British strike creates one-man news service
Article by Bernard D. Nossiter in The Washington Post, Friday, January 12, 1979.

London, Jan. 11 – From 11 pm to just after 8 the other morning, the Press Association-
wire clicked out only time signals or “Now is the time to come to the aid of the party.”

This did not mean nothing had happened in Britain. But David Chipp was asleep. 
And when Chipp sleeps or eats, no news moves over the nation’s domestic wire service.

It has been this way since Dec. 5 when provincial journalists – anyone working for a 
paper outside Fleet Street – went on strike. Chipp has become a one-man wire service 
because of the peculiar rules of the labour relations game here.

The reporters’ union appealed to Press Association telex operators for support in 
their fight to win an extra $40 a week from PA’s client papers. The telex men, who 
punch written stories onto electronic tape that is fed to these papers, agreed that they 
would only handle copy personally edited and signed by Chipp, PA’s editor-in-chief.

So the 51-year-old boss of PA’s staff of 252 has been compelled to become the hardest 
worker in his shop. His black pencil lightly works over 70,000 words a day – every-
thing from crime to politics to soccer games – the equivalent of a book.

Rotund and grey-haired, Chipp looks lined and worn, but he takes a perverse delight 
in his task.

“The marvellous thing is I can still do it,” he exclaims. “It’s marvellous to come back 
again as a working journalist.

“I’m working as hard as this so there’s a job for those buggers to come back to.”
The “buggers” are the ninety or so PA reporters refusing to work. They have no 

quarrel with PA management. Indeed, their sympathy strike was narrowly voted 
down by a majority in the shop.

Similarly, the telex operators have no quarrel with PA. Their insistence that Chipp 
alone edit copy is a response to a plea from the journalists’ national union officers.

The chances are that all of this would be ruled a secondary boycott in the United 
States and held illegal. But there is little labour legislation in Britain and this sort of 

ripple effect is common.
Perhaps the strangest feature of the affair is its ineffectiveness. The provincial pa-

pers could indeed be crippled or paralyzed if they lost both their own reporters and 
the PA service. But because of Chipp, and the PA reporters who feed him stories, the 
wire transmits copy and provincial editors have something to fill their pages.

As far as is known, the strike has closed only one of 120 dailies outside London and 
about 35 of the 1,100 weeklies and bi-weeklies.

Provincial reporters with five years’ experience now get $140 a week and have just 
been offered $169. This comes close to the $180 they seek, so the strike may be nearing 
its end.

Meanwhile, their papers are getting nearly half their accustomed diet of domes-
tic, foreign and sports news. In the first five weeks, Chipp’s pencil flicked over 71,513 
words daily compared to a file of 145,210 a year ago.

At work in the traditional rolled-up shirt sleeves, Chipp is a dynamo, his black pen-
cil races down the carefully typed paragraphs – his staff makes an extra effort to sup-
ply “clean” or error-free copy – marking the right-angle symbol that tells the telex men 
to indent. He spots the occasional misspelling, very rarely changes a word or phrase 
for style.

There is no time to do more. The wire delivers stories to clients only as fast as Chipp 
delivers it.

How good is the quality?
“It gets in the papers and it’s used,” he says firmly. “I’m in the business of producing 

a wire service, not writing essays.”
His proudest moment was an exclusive report on Lord Snowdon’s marriage and an 

exclusive interview with the former husband of Princess Margaret.
But fellow craftsmen are likely to admire most his fast response to the surprise out-

break of IRA bombings in London last month. The call from the police reporter came 
through at 1.10 in the morning. Chipp was awakened in his Fleet Street apartment, five 
minutes from the office, and was at his desk at 1.30. Thirteen minutes later, PA put a 
Chipp-edited bulletin on the wire. Sixty-nine minutes later he had compiled, edited 
and transmitted a rounded story of twelve pages.

The Birmingham Post scrapped its front page for the story and most other papers got 
the story in time for their last edition.

He escapes from the deadly race to the Garrick Club for dinner each night, return-
ing for a final hour to the office. On Saturday afternoon, he slumps before a television 
set, “watching the most revolting things, like Starsky and Hutch.”

A bachelor, Chipp says, “this has played hell with my social life” but he insists he is 
game for another six months.

Chipp is a Cambridge graduate and long-serving Asia correspondent for Reuter, a 
sister wire service. In 1956, he was the first resident Western correspondent in Peking. 
He served in executive posts for Reuter in London before becoming editor-in-chief at 
PA ten years ago.
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“I’m determined to keep the PA service going,” he says. “I don’t think they thought 
one man could do it.”

✴

Chipp in
This article appeared in the Evening Standard, c. January, 1979.

David Chipp has found a way round the picket line outside his office. The editor-in-
chief of the Press Association is working such long hours that he simply never encoun-
ters the striking journalists outside the PA building in Fleet Street.

“They aren’t there when I get in at 7.30 in the morning,” a breathless Chipp  
explained. “And they’ve packed up and gone home by the time I leave around eleven at 
night. So I have no qualms about the picket.”

Chipp has been sealed off in his office for fifteen hours a day trying to do the work of 
seventy journalists who have walked out over an industrial dispute. “I haven’t worked 
so hard since the Tokyo Olympics in 1964,” he told me.

“Then I was running the Reuters office and working all hours. I don’t enjoy the pres-
ent circumstances but I do like being a real journalist again. I’m working very hard.”

There are compensations for the 51-year-old editor. “I don’t have far to travel home 
because I live just up the road opposite El Vino’s.” And he is contemplating a holiday. “I 
think I might go to Hawaii where I have no business contacts and I don’t know a soul.”

✴

Find the mole: fury over defence cuts leak
Article by Chris Hampson in the Daily Mirror, Saturday, October 25, 1980.

Government spy-catchers moved in last night to track down the Whitehall mole who 
leaked secret defence documents.

A top-level probe was ordered by Defence Secretary Francis Pym. It is thought to 
include investigators from outside his Ministry, but there was no confirmation of re-
ports that MI5 had been called in.

The leak to the Press Association has caused fury among Tory backbenchers for the 
documents reveal a tussle between defence chiefs and the Treasury over plans to slash 
Britain’s defence budget by £400 million a year. They also spell out warnings of the 
dangers the cuts might bring.

Premier Margaret Thatcher was said to be “Steely-eyed” about the disclosures. But 
last night Press Association editor-in-chief David Chipp was unrepentant – and unre-
vealing about his sources.

Only three people knew the origin of the leak, he said. “One is the source itself, who 
in this context is ‘dead’. The other is the reporter, who has forgotten, and the third is 
me – and I’m not going to tell.”

The leaked documents, addressed to Mr Pym, were from Chief Secretary to the 
Treasury Mr John Biffen and Sir Frank Cooper, Permanent Under-Secretary at the 
Defence Ministry.

Last night the finger of suspicion pointed at senior officers in Whitehall. The theory 
was that someone was putting pressure on the Cabinet to resist Treasury demands for 
defence cuts.

If the mole is unearthed, he is likely to face charges under the Official Secrets Act.
Angry Tory backbenchers warned the Government yesterday to expect “one hell of 

a row” if they try to slash spending.
Winston Churchill, a former defence spokesman, said: “The scandal is not that an 

official or officer with the interests of national defence at heart has made these docu-
ments available.

“It is that there should be Ministers in a Conservative Government who are seeking 
to betray Britain’s undertaking to NATO of even a three per cent annual increase.”

✴

How PA sprung a leak: nothing to declare
Abstract from a speech by David Chipp to the County Councils Association,  

published in the UK Press Gazette, November 3, 1980.

I have always taken a minority view about section two of the Official Secrets Act. I 
think it is so ludicrous as to be no real threat. Look at what happened when authority 
tried to use it in the case of the Sunday Telegraph and Biafra and more recently in the 
ABC secrets case. It was laughed out of court.

If it is abolished it may be replaced – indeed it certainly will be replaced – with 
something that will work. Civil servants will make sure that it covers not just matters 
that concern the country’s defence or security but also the country’s interest in such 
fields as foreign affairs and foreign relations.

These areas are, in my view, valid ones for disclosure and controversy. It is no busi-
ness of the media to foster public confidence in public administration or to protect the 
country’s interests. We do have a duty not to damage the country’s security.

I am in a minority, too, in my view about special privileges for journalists when 
protecting their sources, though a friend tells me that more and more American news-
papermen are coming round to sharing the view I hold. We are citizens – no more and 
no less. We must not have any special privileges because if we do then there will be 
imposed on us special responsibilities and a code as a quid pro quo.

Codes are designed for the protection of journalists. Reporters and ultimately edi-
tors do run a risk – and it is one that we should accept and not ask for special treat-
ment. Sources are sacred and must remain so.

Nothing must ever suggest that we will break such a confidence; not the threat of 
jail nor jail itself. The authorities and the sources themselves must be clear on that 
point. I don’t believe the former want a succession of martyr Wilkes on their hands 
and the sources should be confident they are safe from us.

When Andy Webb, one of our political correspondents, brought the Defence Min-
istry documents to me I had to take three major factors into consideration before de-
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ciding to publish. And I should make it clear that the decision and responsibility for 
publishing is and must be that of the editor – not of committee or of management or of 
the writer himself, but the editor.

The first thing I had to satisfy myself on was the validity of the source and the au-
thenticity of the documents. This is a precaution which the Daily Mail failed to take 
in the case of the Ryder letter with disastrous results. It is an important precaution 
because the media does get quite a number of fake tips, disclosures and occasional 
false documents. In this case I was satisfied from internal evidence that the docu-
ments were genuine and I was pleased to have my views confirmed a few hours later 
by Francis Pym.

The next was to determine whether the contents of the documents could be pub-
lished by any responsible organization. No one, unless totally ill-disposed towards this 
country, is going to circulate or publish material which could endanger our security or 
damage our defence.

After close examination I could not see any security damage and even the letter 
marked “secret” had nothing in it that was militarily damaging – politically perhaps, 
but not militarily. I also considered whether the contents were likely to be covered by 
a D-Notice.

So having decided the story was genuine and was publishable, I had to decide what 
the consequences might be if we published it. It was and is possible that we (or rather 
I as editor) could be prosecuted under Section Two of the Official Secrets Act. Equally 
if the government set up a judicial inquiry I could run the risk of being arraigned for 
contempt if I refused (and I certainly should) to reveal the source.

I weighed that risk against the story – and it was a good story (I will leave others to 
say whether publishing it was in the public interest) and decided to publish.

Andy Webb and I then made copies of the documents in such a way as to avoid 
copying any of the bits that might identify the source – addresses, serial numbers and 
the like – and then he returned the originals to the source. I was thus able to say with 
absolute honesty last Friday when a Defence Ministry official called on me to ask for 
the return of MOD property that I had none. Also, remembering the Granada case, I 
was careful not to mutilate any MOD documents; it’s just our photocopies that were 
automatically bowdlerized.

So it rests there. I am unrepentant and would do it again because I think people do 
have a right to know and that open government should be something more than plati-
tudes. I think PA has in the past few days done something for real communication.

✴

Too much of an official secret
A copy of this newspaper article was found among Chipp’s papers.  

Its provenance is uncertain, but probably c. 1980 –81.

The Commons Select Committee on Defence has been told of a mysterious figure on 
the D-Notice committee, that strange body which encourages Fleet Street to censor 

itself on defence and intelligence matters.
There are eleven press representatives on the committee. But one particularly ac-

tive member, it transpired, was supposed to be a non-participating observer. Mr Wind-
sor Clarke, group editorial consultant to Westminster Press and vice-chairman of the 
D-Notice committee, declined to name him publicly. So MPs went into private session 
where he was revealed, I learn, to be Mr David Chipp, Editor-in-Chief of the Press 
Association.

It seems his predecessor was invited to sit in on the committee’s meetings as an ob-
server, in deference to PA’s central role in news dissemination. When Mr Chipp took 
over the editorial chair in 1969, no one told him he was not supposed to speak.

The irony is that Mr Chipp has turned out to be a lonely and vigorous critic of the whole 
system. Indeed he is the only press man there who wants the committee disbanded.

✴

D-Notice system to stay, with review promised
Article by Richard Norton-Taylor in The Guardian, January 8, 1981.

The Government said yesterday that the D-Notice system – the method of voluntary 
self-censorship adopted by the media on defence and intelligence matters in co-oper-
ation with Whitehall – must be retained.

But it added that the operation of the system, which is increasingly ignored by the 
press, should be reviewed, including the nature and extent of official information that 
should be protected.

In a three-paragraph White Paper described as preliminary observation to a recent 
report by the Commons Select Committee on Defence, it said: “The existence of a vol-
untary system whose purpose is to seek protection from publication of information 
having a bearing on national security and which is based on co-operation and con-
sultation between the Government and the media provides a necessary and beneficial 
service for both.”

The Government’s response to the committee, which decided – on the casting vote 
of its chairman, Sir John Langford-Holt MP for Shrewsbury – that the system should 
be retained, must be regarded as predictable.

The value of the D-Notice system, even though its operation is being questioned, to 
the Whitehall establishment has been its informal character and the perpetuation of 
the assumption that senior civil servants and journalists would get together to agree 
on what was in “the national interest.”

The D-Notice Committee which meets once or twice a year, is chaired by Sir Frank 
Cooper, Permanent Secretary at the Ministry of Defence, and included his deputy, the 
Permanent Secretary at the Home Office, a Deputy Secretary at the Foreign Office and 
eleven representatives of the press and broadcasting, mainly senior executives.

In evidence to the Commons defence committee Sir Frank described the system as 
“uniquely British but none the worse for that.” It was also described by Mr Richard 
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Francis, director of news and current affairs at the BBC, as a useful “backstop system 
that is ready to go in a state of emergency or a state of war.”

But other senior journalists said it was an anachronism, covert censorship and at-
tacked what Mr David Chipp, editor-in-chief of the Press Association news agency, 
called a far too cosy relationship between the Press and Whitehall. The committee 
inquiry was provoked by a detailed attack on the system by the New Statesman.

That inquiry was the first since the system was set up in 1912, a year after the wide-
ly-discredited Official Secrets Act was passed. But many journalists believe that the D-
Notice system is preferable to a more effective, statutory method of censorship which 
could replace it.

There are twelve D-Notices, which have not been revised since 1971, covering de-
fence plans, weapons systems, warship construction, intelligence services, war pre-
cautions, and civil defence.

The Government’s White Paper said that a review of the system should include the 
form guidance to editors should take, and arrangements for distributing and making 
known the contents of D-Notices.

✴

Admiral Chipp scuppers a snub
Article published in the UK Press Gazette, September 20, 1982.

With the Falklands flagship steaming towards the biggest homecoming of them all, 
the Royal Navy took careful aim, swivelled its guns – and sank the Press Association.

Of all the Pressmen permitted to join the mighty Invincible on the last tack to 
Pompey, the national news agency was hailed: “You’re excluded”.

Editor-in chief David Chipp put out the snub on the wire. Plus the Navy PR’s phone 
number.

He might have been hoisting Nelson’s “England expects …” flags.
Within a few hours a jubilant Admiral Chipp was wiring his pirate armada of pro-

vincial editors with the news that the Admiralty had been scuppered and that a PA 
reporter-cameraman team were, after all, to be permitted aboard.

Editors all over the country had phoned, wired and telexed their indignation to the 
Navy PR and, after two hours of keelhauling, the white flag had been run up.

✴

Chipp’s legacy: a strong team geared to tackle the future
Article by Peter Willis in the UK Press Gazette, May 12, 1986.

David Chipp, seventeen years the Editor-in-Chief of the Press Association, who an-
nounced his departure last year, took his last day conference on Thursday.

At 3.30 pm he walked into the meeting, briefcase tucked under his arm, and when it 
was over he handed his office keys to successor Colin Webb, former Deputy Editor of 
The Times, and “just walked off.”

Chipp had surprised the industry when he said he intended to leave. The biggest 
question was; where would he go?

At the time Chipp had no idea. He told Press Gazette: “The reason I chose to go was 
that I thought if I stayed any longer, after seventeen years, I might become bored and 
stale and I’d prefer to go before that. I think it will be to the benefit of PA and the in-
dustry generally to have a new person – and someone of the calibre of Colin Webb – to 
have a fresh look at it.”

Ebullient as ever and puffing away at one of his beloved small cigars, Chipp reflected 
on his stewardship of the nation’s news agency: “I have not one regret over having 
come to PA because it’s been a period when, I think, all news agencies have looked at 
themselves and what they are doing and have recognised, I’m glad to say, that they are 
as important as they have ever been and perhaps even more so.

“People realise that they can rely on PA and needn’t duplicate our efforts and there-
fore, at a time when everyone’s costs are being looked at, they can use their own staff 
to better effect.

“If I wanted to be remembered for anything at PA it would be for building a team.One 
of the good things about agency journalism is that one is working among friends and  
at PA we have had a group which is not only close professionally but personally too.

“With confidence I would place PA’s record and current achievements against those 
of any news agency in the world. I think that where we have been particularly success-
ful is in our background news articles and in our coverage of overseas events – a new 
departure for PA – both sport and general as well as pictures.

“My greatest failure – and one which continues to rankle – is the lack of attribution 
given to PA throughout the British Press.”

There are irons in the fire for Chipp: “I am an independent director of the Observer 
and a director of TV-am news. I want to write again, though some of the reporters tell 
me that I’d be far too rusty and out of practice to do it.

“I shall also be working to help the training and further education of Third World 
journalists. It’s thirty years since I was the first Western correspondent in China and 
I’m planning to go back and do some then-and-now articles.”

Had he ever been approached to edit a national newspaper? “There was one ap-
proach but I decided against it.”

And on current pressures on the Press: “Certainly there is an insidious, creeping 
tendency to restrict freedom. The laws are making court reporting much more dif-
ficult. Also there are some public relations people and spokesmen who see their job as 
preventing news getting out rather than helping it.

“But I think that we are sometimes to blame for this by relying too much on hand-
outs and briefings by spokesmen.

“In making these remarks I would emphasise that I am a believer in the cock-up 
rather than the conspiratorial theory of history. I enjoyed the Falklands coverage be-
cause it meant I was able to ignore admin for a few weeks and act as a news editor.”

Chipp sees both benefits and problems with the proliferation of modern technology. 
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What it will mean for the PA, he says, is that it must always be looking to be aggres-
sively competitive: “PA’s approach towards an electronic newsroom is going smoothly 
and well. It will make for quicker in-house handling of material, particularly routine 
information and also, obviously, we are already able to get at our store of material more 
quickly. When the Duchess of Windsor died, we were running her obituary within 
minutes – it had been stored in our computer.

“As far as the accelerating use of modern technology is concerned: if you don’t have 
a good reporter out there getting the news in, then you have nothing. When I was a 
soldier I was an infantryman; it’s the infantryman who wins wars.”

But you’re a general now. “Ah, but I carry a bayonet in my knapsack.
“Another of the problems has been the obsession of politicians and others with ra-

dio and TV – to whom they give interviews before they will to anyone else. It’s up to us 
to see that we are as competitive as possible in this area all the time.

“Broadcast media competition is particularly difficult for photographers because, 
after all, TV can transmit from within the Abbey itself for the royal wedding. Some edi-
tors expect PA pictures to drop on their desks as fast. Yet we have to move the pictures, 
process them and then deliver them. The future will be with electronic cameras.”

✴

David Chipp: editor-in-chief of the Press Association
The following obituary was published in The Times on September 11, 2008.

Irrepressible, gregarious, generous and – even into his ninth decade – full of energy, 
David Chipp was a rare news agency journalist who was the spiritual opposite of the 
received image of a quiet, unassuming and unbylined reporter hidden in the crowd. 
The official history of the Press Association bore the title Reporter Anonymous, but 
there was nothing anonymous about Chipp.

He was an outstanding leader for a total of thirty-six years of first Reuters, and 
subsequently the Press Association. He was long remembered by those he dealt with; 
more than twenty years after he retired from active agency work Baroness Thatcher 
spotted him across the room at the memorial service for Lord Deedes and summoned 
him to her with the cry: “It’s Mr Chipp of the Press Association.” 

David Allan Chipp was born in 1927, in a staff house at Kew Gardens. His father, Dr 
Thomas Chipp, died when Chipp was young, and he was educated at Geelong Gram-
mar School in Australia, where Rupert Murdoch was a “very junior” contemporary. 
Having enjoyed school, and with a love for Australia that would last a lifetime, Chipp 
worked his way back to Britain on a merchant ship.

Once home and still only seventeen but resolved not to miss his chance to serve dur-
ing wartime, he joined the Middlesex Regiment in 1944. On demobilisation in 1947 he 
went to King’s College, Cambridge, where he graduated in history. He was to retain a 
lifelong devotion to the college.

In 1950 he joined Reuters as a sports reporter, and two years later was sent to South-

east Asia, where he opened the post-war Reuters bureau in Rangoon. In 1956 he be-
came the first non-Communist journalist to be based in Peking. His memoir of this 
time was called Mao’s Toe.

The title referred to an occurrence in which, Chipp related, he had backed into, and 
stepped on the toes of, a most astonished Chairman Mao – who, Chipp was also glad to 
recall, expressed great humour after the inadvertent assault. Another notable coup, of 
a less physical kind, came when Chipp achieved the scoop of an interview with a now 
elderly Pu Yi, almost half a century earlier the last Emperor of China.

In 1960 he returned to London where at Reuters he held various managerial posts 
for the next eight years, culminating in his appointment as editor in 1968.

Chipp did not suffer fools gladly but came to respect those who could deliver; in his 
private diary he referred to a senior Reuters executive whose personal assistant he 
was to become five years later: “Impression on meeting – obviously NOT a gent and 
likes to hear good opinion of himself ... wears made-up bow ties – but certainly gets 
things done, a good companion and completely ruthless – I found myself going under 
his spell.”

After just a year in the Reuters editor’s chair Chipp was invited by Lord Barnetson, 
then a director of both agencies (in the same building in Fleet Street), to leave Reuters 
and become editor-in-chief of the Press Association, the UK’s national press agency.

There – although he later made clear his disappointment regarding the operational 
powers bestowed upon him – he made the decisive contribution of his professional 
career.

PA was perceived to be suffering after years of indecisive leadership and had a low 
profile, its output often thought to be of more interest to its provincial than its national 
subscribers. Chipp raised its image by expanding its coverage (including a bureau in 
Brussels and assignments overseas that had a home interest). He weeded out outdated 
and bureaucratic procedures and built up an executive team that was close to him 
professionally and personally.

In 1979 PA journalists were called out by the National Union of Journalists in sup-
port of a provincial strike over pay. Most senior journalists continued to work. An 
almost complete service could be maintained but, in those pre-electronic days, the 
National Graphical Association operators insisted that every story should be ‘subbed’ 
and initialled by the editor-in-chief before they would handle it. 

For seven weeks Chipp worked long hours, sleeping in a flat round the corner and 
lunching at his club. He kept grateful subscribers supplied with general news includ-
ing coverage of Parliament, sport and picture captions as well as sport – especially 
racing material, of which the news agency had a monopoly and on which the evening 
newspapers relied. 

He retired from PA in 1986 and took on a number of national and international me-
dia appointments. He became an independent director of the Observer, and a mem-
ber of the board of the TV-am News Company, whose chief executive, the Australian 
Bruce Gyngell, was a close friend. 
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In addition, he was for a period director of the Reuters Foundation, which awards 
study fellowships to journalists worldwide, and he also became a member of the Press 
Complaints Commission and Press Freedom and Human Rights adviser to the Common-
wealth Press Union. He chaired the British Press Awards panel for a number of years.

One of those blessed with the elixir of a talent for growing old without displaying 
(at least visibly) any scars of disappointment, Chipp now devoted more time to pursue 
his other great interests. He relished the company of humanity of all ages, but was es-
pecially attentive to the needs of children; he also maintained an involvement in row-
ing that had begun at Geelong and, besides coaching Cambridge crews, was a regatta 
steward at Henley and a member of the Leander Club. He enjoyed opera and good 
company, especially at the Garrick. 

He will be remembered as a consummate host and, wherever he went, a consistently 
entertaining companion, not just full but chock-full of enthusiasm and with a talent for 
making friends that continued robustly past his eightieth birthday.

The celebrations marking the latter were – unsurprisingly – numerous, and a por-
tion of them took place not in London but with old friends in Beijing. After the main 
season of festivities, there were more lunches, at which he gave warm accounts of how 
each separate birthday event had gone. Such generosity and such zest were typical, 
and made Chipp’s many, various friends love him all the more.

David Chipp, journalist, was born on June 6, 1927. He was found dead at his 
home on September 9, 2008, aged 81.

✴

Argy bargy
A copy of this newspaper article was found among Chipp’s papers.  

Its provenance is uncertain, but probably c. 1983.

I seem to be continually finding stars in the unlikely confines of the Press Associa-
tion. First, there was its political correspondent, Chris Moncrieff, the media star with 
creases in his trousers where other people’s trousers don’t even have places.

Now it’s the turn of David Chipp, the PA’s editor-in-chief. Step forward Mr Chipp, 
stardom is upon you, after your recent visit to Argentina.

Mr Chipp had been queuing to go through passport control when he left Buenos Ai-
res. After about one hour’s wait, it was finally his turn to have his documents stamped. 
But a German suddenly pushed past him and deposited a whole group’s passports on 
the counter, claiming he had permission to go first. Mr Chipp, a former editor at Reu-
ters, is much used to telling foreigners truths about the world – this was to be no ex-
ception. “Look, we British fought two world wars with your country to prevent you 
jumping the queue.” The German went to the back. Hurrah.

✴

All of the obituarists paid homage to David’s outstanding achievements as a 
working journalist and a fearlessly outspoken defender of press freedom. Very few of 
them mentioned the equally impressive contribution he made to the work of the Press 
Complaints Commission and the Commonwealth Press Union in the defence of both 
press freedom and press self-regulation after his ‘retirement’.

David’s retirement in 1986 coincided with a major breakdown in relations between 
the press, Parliament, and the British public. Standards of press conduct had been 
declining since the mid 1970s, and, by the late 1980s, confidence in the regulatory 
effectiveness of the old Press Council had sunk to an all-time low as the incidence of 
gross intrusions into people’s privacy gathered momentum.

In 1989, the Government appointed a Select Committee, under the chairmanship 
of David Calcutt. The Committee’s brief was to review the situation and advise on 
what remedial action should be taken. When the Committee reported in June 1990, it 
recommended that the press be given one last chance to make self-regulation work. 
To that end, the old Press Council should be abolished and replaced by a Press Com-
plaints Commission. The new Commission should be given a year in which to estab-
lish itself, and, if it failed to deliver, it should be closed down.

The Government accepted these proposals and gave the Commission an extra eigh-
teen months to demonstrate its effectiveness. The Calcutt Committee would then un-
dertake a second review. If the Commission failed this test, it would be replaced by a 
statutory tribunal invested with draconian regulatory powers.

The British press was confronted with an ultimatum – prove that you can make 
self-regulation work or prepare to be regulated by a statutory authority. The news-
paper industry’s response was quick and unequivocal. Within six weeks, it had ap-
pointed the Commissioners, with Lord McGregor of Durris as Chairman; made a 
public commitment to uphold its newly drafted Code of Practice; and provided the 
necessary budget.

On January 9, 1991, the newly appointed Commissioners met for an introductory 
dinner at the Garrick and it was there that I first met David Chipp. His appointment 
had given rise to a procedural difficulty. The rules stated clearly that industry mem-
bers must be working editors and lay members must never have been employed by, 
or connected in any way with, the industry. David, as a retired editor-in-chief, was 
ineligible for appointment on both counts. Nevertheless, commonsense eventually 
prevailed, the procedures were set aside, and David was duly transformed from a 
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journalist poacher to a regulatory gamekeeper.
In his dual role – as a defender of press freedoms and a protector of the public from 

abuses of those freedoms by the press – David proved to be an exemplary gamekeep-
er. He knew all the stratagems and tricks of the trade that he stubbornly refused to 
describe as a profession. At Commission meetings, his comments on the complaints 
under review were always authoritative, concise, and focused on the key issues. He 
was swift in detecting inconsistencies and gaps in the newly drafted Code of Practice 
and many of his cogent suggestions were taken up by the Editors’ Code Committee.

From the start, the Commission was dealing with a succession of complaints about 
intrusions into the private lives of members of the Royal Family, politicians, and other 
high profile public figures. David played a key role as a mediator between the Com-
mission and the Palace press officers at a time when lines of communication were not 
well established and relations were fraught.

McGregor’s great achievement as Chairman was in getting the Commission estab-
lished at great speed on organisational lines that were acceptable to both the industry 
and the Government of the day. The committee structure, the division of responsibili-
ties, and the complaints procedure on which he insisted have stood the test of time. 
He was less successful in navigating the Commission through some of the acid tests 
to which it was subjected during his chairmanship.

McGregor’s capacity for turning a crisis into a disaster was exemplified in the de-
nunciatory public statement he made following the serialisation of Andrew Morton’s 
book, Diana: Her True Story, in a Sunday newspaper. David is on record as saying to 
Richard Shannon that “looking over the draft statement gave him no qualms; it was 
while he listened to McGregor reading it out amid the scrum that he realised a disas-
ter was in the making.”

David was spared from censure when he inadvertently stepped on the toes of 
Chairman Mao. Like all of us who were involved in the public statement furore, he 
was less successful in stopping Chairman Mac from stepping on everyone’s toes. But, 
as he later protested in defence of the Commission, “we were damned for acting too 
quickly and damned if we did not.”

David’s term of service as a Commissioner came up for review in late 1993, long 
after the Commission had established an Appointments Committee as it was consti-
tutionally required to do. The procedural rules had to be applied without exceptions 
and David’s appointment could not be renewed. Much to everyone’s relief, however, 
David stayed closely in touch with the work of the Commission and in 1997 was ap-
pointed the PCC’s international consultant. He went on to serve in this capacity until 
his death.

David was ideally qualified for such a role. He had maintained all his contacts with 
publishers, editors, and journalists in the Far East. The number of self-regulatory 
Press Councils in the European Union was growing apace and he was instrumental in 
helping to establish the Alliance of Independent Press Councils of Europe following 
the London Conference in 1999. Another liaison portfolio was added to David’s post-

retirement brief, in 1997, when he was invited to serve as an adviser to Lindsay Ross, 
the Press Freedom Director of the Commonwealth Press Union. He also succeeded 
Lord McGregor as an ex-officio member of the Union’s Executive Committee.

In reflecting on David’s contribution to the work of the CPU, Lindsay remarked on 
“how enormously popular he was with the members of the Committee” and “what 
an extraordinary rapport he enjoyed with Commonwealth editors and journalists.” 
He brought a “wealth of experience” to the CPU’s annual conferences – all of which 
he attended – and he “set a benchmark of integrity” in advancing the cause of press 
freedom and the case for press self-regulation.

Whenever David talked about his future plans, he rounded off with the proviso 
– “if I’m spared”, but he did so in the manner of someone who was not expecting to 
be taken just yet. He met the intimations of mortality that beset old age with jocu-
lar equanimity. He was too much of an Anglican gentleman to rage intemperately 
“against the dying of the light” and too full of joie de vivre to “go gentle into that good 
night.” David’s approach to living a good life in retirement most closely matched up 
to T. S. Eliot’s dictum that “old men ought to be explorers.”

On his various missions as the PCC’s International Consultant and the CPU’s press 
freedom adviser, David travelled the world. In visiting his far-flung kinsfolk as a leg-
endary and much loved uncle, he spanned the generations with the same ease that he 
crossed continents. We shared a passion for old maps and, on his visits to Greenwich, 
David always called in at the Warwick Leadley Gallery to buy cartographical gifts for 
his friends and family in Hong Kong and Australia.

When David came down river to Greenwich, I would meet him with my partner, 
Mimi O’Keeffe, and it was over lunch and a bottle of champagne at the Spread Eagle 
restaurant that he first broached the idea of writing his memoirs. He asked if I would 
read and comment on the chapters as he completed them. Thereafter, I always fin-
ished my monthly instalments looking forward to what was going to happen next. 
From time to time, I suggested that he ought to say a little more about himself as well 
as the cavalcade of people and events he remembered and recounted in his memoir.

There was a noticeable quickening of pace in David’s revisions and additions to the 
manuscript in what was to be his last year. He cut out much of the history and added 
an autobiographical dimension to the narrative. A few weeks before he died, David 
sent me the final draft and – out of the blue – announced that the time had come for 
him to retire as an international consultant. I knew nothing of this decision when we 
fixed a date for another lunch at the Spread Eagle, a few days before the next sched-
uled meeting of the International Committee.

On the morning of the Committee meeting, we waited nearly an hour for David 
to make his last appearance. We grew concerned when there was no response to our 
phone calls. Later that day, we were told the sad news.

The memoir was finished but there was to be no celebratory lunch and glass of 
champagne at the Spread Eagle. The last time we saw David was a few days earlier at 
the Barbican where we met to celebrate Lady (Nell) McGregor’s ninetieth birthday. 
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After the party, my teenage granddaughter, Jasmine, said to me, “I did like Mr Chipp. 
He was so interesting and so interested in me and what I did.” But as my partner, 
Mimi, once remarked, “Whenever David speaks to you, he makes you feel special 
– as if you really matter.” It would have been a very special party if David had been 
‘spared’ to celebrate his ninetieth birthday with us all.

Some deaths have the power utterly to shock you, even when someone has lived a 
long and happy life. That’s just how I felt when I heard the news of David’s sudden 
passing. He had seemed indestructible, and it was hard to imagine that I would never 
see him again.

Perhaps that’s why the first thing I did was to reach for our photo albums. And 
there he was, staring reassuringly back at me in many different guises.

Chipp the Steward, at Henley, in that Wodehousian pink cap that always seemed a 
size too small.

Chipp the host, in a pair of faded pink Nantucket shorts at a picnic in Eccleston 
Square.

Chipp the reporter, standing in front of the Kremlin – of all places – with that  
Titan of Fleet Street, Sir David English, in what may be the last photo of that other 
great David taken a few days before he died a decade ago.

Chipp the traveller, on a gondola in Venice, a little too close to the edge for comfort 
after a hefty lunch at Harry’s Bar.

And even Chipp the disco star, the eternal youth belting out ‘Que Sera Sera’ at a 
Karaoke – I kid you not.

What struck me looking at all these images was their consistency. Not just because 
a glass of champagne featured in most. But because in each of them he was beaming, 
and so was everyone else.

David’s joy for life infected all about him. If he was ever depressed or sad, he never 
showed it; if anyone else was, he would banish their Black Dog with the antiseptic of 
laughter. When he was with family and friends, the sun always shone.

Those pictures contained the central truth about David – that while he was a great 
journalist, his real genius was for friendship.

David made friends more easily than anyone I have met – almost always starting 
with his trade-mark, 007 style introduction: “Hello, my name’s Chipp.” (Daniel Craig, 
eat your heart out.) And then he’d introduce new friends to old ones, creating a spi-
der’s web of contacts that spanned the globe and that he nurtured with regular world 
tours – in what he once said was a cross between Robbie Williams and the Golden 
Girls.

With his friendship went enormous generosity. Your glass was never empty at Wil-
ton Court. The river at Henley almost flowed pink with Pimms. A table at The Ivy was 
in constant use – where Chipp, when not on one of his constant diets, would dispense 
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sage advice or rail against pet hates like Derry Irvine or Cherie Blair while indulging 
himself in a range of grotesque dishes such as sweetbreads, brains and heart.

David, of course, had various gradations of friendship. Some were honoured to be 
introduced as his “only respectable friend.” But for people he didn’t like – the pomp-
ous and the preening – there was the stiletto style put down: “I think he is only a 
fairly nice man.”

This genius for friendship was born of the fact that David grew up rather quicker 
than most. He was only young when he went off to Australia at the outbreak of war. 
He went into military service at the tender age of seventeen, and after that ordeal 
was over was submerged in another – the refined atmosphere of King’s, Cambridge, 
where literary giants like E. M. Forster stalked the corridors.

And it may have been that ability to endear himself to his seniors which saved 
him during the most famous incident in his early life. Many people who trampled 
on Chairman Mao would have been sent on the first boat home. Or shot. But you can 
imagine Chipp fixing Mao with his broad grin, and the twinkle in the eye, and quip-
ping his way out of trouble.

Whether Mao himself became part of the family of friends remains uncertain. 
There can be no doubt, however, that Premier Zhou Enlai became part of that fam-
ily, even giving David his very own Chinese name – Qi Dewei – which David would 
proudly explain meant: ‘Lacquered Defender of Morals’.

I am not sure about the lacquer, but David was certainly a defender of things that 
he believed in passionately.

He was a fierce champion of press freedom, and would have cheered Paul Dacre’s 
attack on his pet hate, the ‘wretched’ Human Rights Act, to the rafters. He worked 
with the Commonwealth Press Union and the Press Complaints Commission to pre-
serve our freedoms right up to his death.

One of David’s greatest assets to both organisations was that he knew everybody. 
When I once went to a meeting with him in Paris, he gave me a brilliant resume on 
the person we were about to see. “You seem to know a lot about him. When were you 
last in touch?” I asked. Chipp twinkled: “When I sacked him!”

He had equally bombastic views on things he didn’t like. Chipp, to whom good gos-
sip was part of life’s elixir, told with great pride how he once caused controversy in 
the Garrick – where else? – by ordering a bottle of champagne to celebrate the demise 
of Robert Maxwell. “One pompous ass told me it was in terrible taste,” Chipp recalled 
proudly, “but that didn’t stop him taking a drink.”

And he had a journalist’s dislike of bureaucracy – particularly European bureau-
cracy. I once travelled with David to a conference in Austria. It was a trip that didn’t 
quite go according to plan when he broke two ribs during the first night of the stay. 
(Too long a story to explain.)

After spending the next day at a prosthetic shop to find a suitably large corset to 
hold the not insubstantial Chipp ribs in place, we made our way to the Conference, 
where David was due to deliver a text on press freedom.

Before doing so, he was forced to sit through a diatribe from an EU official about 
why journalists should be more ‘responsible’. I watched as his face became redder 
and redder. I worried at first that a rib had punctured something and he was about to 
collapse, but he didn’t. 

Then, when I saw him starting to shake, I surmised that it might in fact be the 
result of mixing co-proxamol and champagne. (Although the painkillers said “don’t 
mix with alcohol”, David – as we know – did not consider champagne to be an alco-
holic drink.) But then I realized that this remarkable rougescence was in fact pure an-
ger. When this hapless official had finished, Chipp rose, and exploded like a volcano. 
“I don’t think I have ever heard such rubbish.” Actually, he used a stronger word, but 
not one I want to repeat in Church. He tore up his script – and tore the speaker to 
pieces. Pure genius.

I hope that this – and many other stories – will all find their way into David’s au-
tobiography. It should be a joy to read not only because – as Roy Greenslade said in 
his obituary – no one could top a Chipp story, but also because he had such felicity 
for language.

David could turn his pen to any occasion, and had a particularly skill with limer-
icks, which he could write one at the toss of a hat. A Church is not the place to relive 
them – maybe at Stationers afterwards – but suffice to say, thanks to him, the girl 
from Devizes and of course the young man from Nantucket found new and admiring 
audiences.

I can’t do justice today to this dear friend, who led such a remarkable life, and 
whom I loved very much. But there are two things I do want to add before I close. 
First, while all of us here were part of David’s great and wide family of friends – and 
how fantastic it is to see people here from all parts of the globe, including Australia 
– his greatest devotion and joy was his first family. Dear Rosemary, Margaret, all of 
you – he loved you with a great passion, cared so much for you, never ceased to talk 
about you, and thought of you constantly. Your loss is enormous.

The second thing I want to add is that David was a man of deep Christian faith, 
who knew that death was only a part of our long journey.

Perhaps that is why he loved to quote – when he himself was giving a thanksgiv-
ing address – from Pilgrim’s Progress, and he once said to me that he hoped someone 
would read it at his. Just before we hear the Pilgrim’s Chorus from David’s beloved 
Wagner, I’m honoured to oblige.

At the end of that great work, Bunyan’s pilgrims assemble to pass over to another, 
better world.

One of the last to leave is Mr Valiant-for-Truth and Bunyan describes his final jour-
ney in this way:

Said he, I am going to my Father’s; and though with great difficulty I am got hither, yet now 
do I not repent me of all the trouble I have been at to arrive where I am. My sword I give to 
him that shall succeed me in my pilgrimage, and my courage and skill to him that can get 
it. My marks and scars I carry with me, to be a witness for me, that I have fought his battles 
who now will be my rewarder.
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When the day that he must go hence was come, many accompanied him to the river 
side, into which as he went he said, Death, where is thy sting? And as he went down deeper, 
he said, Grave, where is thy victory? So he passed over, and all the trumpets sounded for him 
on the other side.

That’s how David would have wanted today to be – the blast of trumpets, celebrating 
a remarkable life, lived to the full, that so enriched all of ours.

So let us salute dear David.
Reporter, racounteur, bon viveur
Kingsman, oarsman, Guildsman
Honorary Australian, devout Wagnerian, defender of the press
Wit and wag, beloved brother and uncle, and above all, the dearest of friends.
We thank God for his life. We cherish his memory. And we will remember  

him always.

The Gods’ Immeasurable Goodness

“The gods have been immeasurably good to me  
in the friends they have sent me all my life long.”

Tommy Lascelles to Rupert Hart-Davis
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As i read through this piece, written on behalf of all of you here, and representing his 
many friends throughout the world, I could hear Len saying – as he has said to all of us 
on so many occasions – “Don’t be so silly, darling! Don’t exaggerate!”

What an enigma he was. Endearing, and yet often infuriating; eccentric, and at the 
same time scrupulous in such matters as punctuality; living alone (and there is noth-
ing more solitary than writing), but with a terrible fear of loneliness; generous to a 
fault, but very careful about what he spent on himself; constantly witty, and yet with 
the underlying hint of sadness.

But we forget these contradictions. For above all, he brought to many practical wis-
dom, and to all of us the refreshing, joyful and life-enhancing gift of laughter.

He was devoted to the interests and welfare of his niece, and in recent years was 
delighted to have discovered new cousins.

He did not, he said, have a happy childhood in South Wales. But he passed the 11plus 
exam and went to the local grammar school. He was taught well there, and acquired 
the lifelong habit of voracious reading. Then the achievement of a place at Cambridge 
– the first of his immediate family to go to university.

Len always regretted that he did not make the most of Cambridge in those strange 
post-war days. But he met people there who were to remain friends all his life. He read 
English, and like many others at that time would have been exposed to the very differ-
ent teaching of Frank Leavis and Dadie Rylands. They almost certainly influenced him 
... very little; though regular attendance at performances by the Footlights clearly did.

After Cambridge, he taught at his old school in Warwick, and then at St Olaf’s in 
East London where he produced many plays, including Coriolanus and The Comedy of 
Errors. They are remembered to this day by those who saw them or took part. One of 
his pupils was Roy Marsden. He recalls with affection that “Len opened my eyes to the 
world, and taught me just about everything I know. He made me understand love. He 
was an inspirational teacher.”

And that rare and priceless gift of being able to communicate with the young never 
left him. They found him wise and very funny, treating them as equals and showing 
real and practical interest in their ideas and ambitions.

In the early 1960s, he joined Goldsmiths College, where he taught in the English 
Faculty until his retirement. He achieved the rare feat of being popular in both the se-
nior common room and the lecture theatre. Bob Pinker, a professorial colleague from 
those days, and later a close friend, remembers his sense of fun and the acuity of his 
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passing comments on life and literature and college problems. Julian Clary attended 
his course on the war poets, and says he often seemed to direct his lecture at one per-
son but involved the entire class with jokes and anecdotes. He would digress about 
what he had been doing the evening before – what play or concert he had attended, 
and what interesting person he had met – only to return without pause to the subject 
in hand. His lectures were hilarious and packed.

Both colleague and student noted that natural lightness of touch that all the best 
conversationalists and raconteurs possess. He was the master of that dangerous con-
ceit – the pun. For example, “Where every prospect pleases, and only Kurt is Weill.” 
And then again his devastating greeting of an acquaintance in the street, “I remember 
your name, but I am afraid I cannot remember your face.”

He wrote for the New Yorker and crafted several plays for radio. The theatre and 
music were to remain of the greatest importance to him all his life. But his real passion 
was for friendship and conversation. Twice a year he would visit Stephen and other 
dear friends in Jersey, where he enjoyed the air and the walks. And it is the memory 
of walks that is a constant theme of messages from friends in Tokyo and Peking, in 
New South Wales and Victoria, in California, Connecticut and New York. They speak 
of Len’s knowledge of London’s secret places, revealed through his singular brand of 
humour. They recall how he introduced them to unfamiliar authors and composers.

He was (how shall I put it?) interested in – no obsessed with – his own health. We all 
know that his choice of various religious observances, and of what some of us thought 
of as nostrums, was eclectic and often transitory. But in things that really mattered, 
he was faithful and consistent. His loyalty to his barber, Paul, lasted for more than 
forty years.

And his loyalty to all his other friends was equally long-lasting. He may have wittily, 
and often scurrilously, demolished most of us behind our backs (usually adding “but 
only because I am wound up, dear”). In fact, friendship – given and received – meant 
everything to him.

In The Velveteen Rabbit, a book for children, the Rabbit asks his friend, “What is 
REAL?” To which the Horse replies, “REAL isn’t how you are made. It’s a thing that 
happens to you. When someone loves you for a long, long time … and REALLY loves 
you, then you become REAL.”

To us, his loving friends, Len was – and is – indeed REAL.
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“Hello there! How are you today?” or “Come up then, Gloria” (or whoever it was 
at the door). That’s how, in those unmistakeably welcoming tones, Dick greeted his 
family and friends. This gathering is an indication of the number of those friends; and 
others are joining us in thought in the United States, Canada, Australia, Europe, and 
indeed throughout the world. In Pimlico, the friends he made in the newsagent’s, the 
chemist, and the dry cleaners, share our sadness. As do, especially, Fatima and her 
family. We represent them.

Friendship is a great gift, and perhaps the most admirable of all the virtues. Dick 
had so much of it, and he lavished it – there is no other word – on so many of us. He did 
not see it as a transitory convenience, but as a commitment. Friendship was forever.

Friendship implies self-confidence and a sense of being at ease with oneself. For 
him, this was buttressed by a happy childhood and a loving family. And this family 
continued to give him strength and support. Although they do not live close by, they 
were close in spirit: he would often talk to us about Iris and David and Patrick, and 
their families, with delight.

In the late 1930s, two little boys, who were to remain friends all their lives, found 
themselves in the same form at a prep school in Harrow. Their contemporaries, and 
most of the masters, would have considered Marden and Jennison eccentric, and prob-
ably disruptive. They needed watching. While most boys indulged in healthy activities 
such as cricket and football, or had improving hobbies like collecting stamps or ciga-
rette cards, those two were obsessed with the flicks: and actually set about making 
them. Most of the good masters were away at the war, and thus the teaching at High-
gate School, which they both entered at thirteen, was, to say the least, very moderate. 
But there was one master who shared their enthusiasm. He encouraged them, and 
supported Dick’s wish to forgo university and go straight into the film business. Sixty 
years later, Dick still spoke of his gratitude to this old teacher.

So after passing School Certificate and Matriculation, he started work at Kays Stu-
dios in Carlton Hill, Maida Vale. He had got this first job through the contacts of his 
father, who worked at GEC. Kays included a recording studio, small film studio and a 
film lab. Dick started by sweeping the floor of the sound truck and did other menial 
jobs. But all the time, he was learning through watching, and gradually was allowed 
to do more important tasks. He had hands on, practical training for every aspect in-
cluding film and sound editing. From these beginnings sprang one of Britain’s most 
distinguished editors.
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In 1951, when the Crown Film Unit was disbanded, he joined other young men, in-
cluding his Highgate friend, Godfrey Jennison, in setting up Film Partnership to pro-
duce documentaries. Some of his colleagues swear that each day he wore a bowler 
hat and carried a furled umbrella to work, invariably arriving late, only to ask, “Is 
tea ready?” He was always neat and tidy in appearance. Of course, he was very young 
and perhaps wanted to make an impression. But was this, one wonders, a sly joke and 
send-up?

Even though ten years later he worked for Shell in Singapore, he realised that docu-
mentaries were not for him. He wanted to be involved with feature films, and the list of 
those on which he worked can be read as a fine representation of the history of British 
cinema in the second half of the twentieth century. Among them: Lawrence of Arabia, 
Two for the Road, Sleuth, Mary Queen of Scots, Jane Eyre, Staircase, Othello, Hamlet 
and Sunday Bloody Sunday. For that last, he was given a British Academy Award, and 
was nominated for an Oscar for Anne of a Thousand Days. He did much else including 
two Agatha Christies and a couple of Carry On films. He rarely lacked work, and the 
credits will always remind us of him.

He worked with the great directors and producers of the period – John Schlesinger, 
Franco Zeffirelli, George Cukor, Stanley Donen, David Lean, Joe Mankewicz, and Hal 
Wallis. Actors in his films included Laurence Olivier, Peter Ustinov, Michael Caine, 
Rex Harrison, and Katherine Hepburn. He had many fascinating, and sometimes scur-
rilous, stories about these characters. Because he was a great raconteur, they never 
lost anything in the frequently embellished retelling. The young, in particular, loved 
to listen to him. He showed interest in their activities, and pride in their achievements; 
and they gave him back their admiration and love.

I would guess that what helped make him a great editor was his ability to commu-
nicate forcibly, and his absolute certainty about most things. Once his mind was made 
up, he rarely, if ever, changed it. I am sure that most of us have had fierce arguments 
with him at some time. He had his opinions and stuck to them. In exasperation, I once 
quoted at him Lord Melbourne’s remark about the historian, Macaulay: “I wish I was 
as cocksure of anything, as Tom Macaulay is of everything.” He just laughed. I did not 
win the argument.

As fellow Geminis, we shared much in temperament, and our friendship lasted al-
most half a century. We thought of him as a member of the family, and my Mother 
always referred to him as her second son. Perhaps that allows me to have the privilege 
of speaking on your behalf today.

We are not here primarily to salute him as a consummate professional who 
brought enormous credit to the film industry by his work and integrity; though that  
is important.

We are here to remember his bravery. He met his illness with courage and equanim-
ity. He never complained, and, being Dick, he tried his best to hide its seriousness from 
his friends. He did not want us to worry.

Primarily, we are here to thank him for being Dick, and for his gift to us of friend-
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David was a journalist's journalist – his colleagues admired him for his enthu-
siasm and an abiding adherence to the principles of his craft, reporting facts without 
fear or favour, and writing with flair whether it be on politics or sport – but they cher-
ished most of all the friendship he so readily offered and maintained.

One of my first meetings with David was in 1966 – not long after his appointment as 
Editor of Reuters. I was called to his office where he sat with Angus McLachlan, joint 
Managing Director of Australian Associated Press, to be offered the post of Chief Rep-
resentative for Reuters in Hong Kong – then an appointment that required AAP’s ap-
proval. It was the beginning of a friendship that extended over more than forty years.

With the Cultural Revolution in China and the war in Vietnam both at their height, 
Hong Kong was a hive of journalistic activity and I was able to observe during David’s 
visits the respect he commanded. He loved the Asian arena and established many life-
long friendships during his visits there both as a reporter and editor. He kept in touch 
with them all. To mention just a few – former Reuter Manager for Southeast Asia Jim-
my Hahn, Hong Kong Reuter reporter C. P. Ho, former Reuter Tokyo Office Manager 
– known to all as “Mrs Hagio” and foreign correspondents such as Ian Stewart, then 
of the New York Times, now in Australia.

David kept in close touch as I moved from Hong Kong, Tokyo and New York with 
Reuters and then to Sydney in 1975 to take over as head of AAP. For the next thir-
ty years he was a regular visitor to Australia to see his many friends here, including 
Nancy Crozier in western Victoria, whose family looked after him after he was evacu-
ated to Australia during World War II – David flew out from London especially for 
Nancy’s ninetieth birthday. Key figures from David’s days at Geelong Grammar were 
also on the agenda – headmaster, Sir James Darling, and tutor and renowned Austra-
lian historian, Manning Clark. After Sir James’s death, David continued to visit Lady 
Darling, ensuring the relationship continued. And there were the fellow journalists 
and newspaper executives including close friends Angus McLachlan, Managing Di-
rector of Fairfax newspapers; Lyle Turnbull, Managing Editor of the Herald & Weekly 
Times, chairman of AAP and World Chairman of the Commonwealth Press Union, 
and his wife Jennifer; Barry Wheeler, AAP Editor in Chief and wife, Sandra; financial 
journalist, Grant Butler and his family – friendships spanning several generations of 
Australian journalism. In my role as Chief Executive of AAP I not only valued his 
friendship but also his advice and counsel over many years. He was a great judge of 
human character – never one to tolerate fools but always ready to see the good side of 
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ship and love. Two thousand years ago, the great Roman orator, Cicero, said: “The best 
and most beautiful upholstery of life is friendship.” He went on:

When a man thinks of a true friend, he is looking at himself in the mirror. Even when a 
friend is absent, he is present all the same. However poor he is, he is rich; however weak, he 
is strong. Even when he is dead, he is alive. He is alive because his friends still cherish him. 
And remember him. And long for him. This means that there is happiness even in his death 
– he ennobles the existence of those who are left behind.
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individuals and their roles in the broader picture.
Barry Wheeler remembers, “On his frequent trips to Sydney we always found time 

to fit in a lunch or two. Often, he failed to make it by the appointed time and so I would 
head for the newsroom, knowing I would find him there, migrating from one desk to an-
other, deep in discussion with journalists, as he had been for the previous hour or so.”

While David always felt comfortable in the company of journalists, he reserved a 
special affection for that wider family of his – the wives, husbands and children of his 
many friends. He made all feel special.

David was very much a member of our family and his stays at our home in Green-
wich were always eagerly anticipated by both my wife, Chris, and our daughters, Leah 
and Catherine, for whom, from childhood to adulthood, their beloved “Chippie” was 
always there. Chris says, “David was a remarkable companion. Overseas trips together, 
long conversations, music, the opera, books, watching cricket – all enlivened by his 
enthusiasm and knowledge.”

Leah: “He always seemed like the very essence of the spirit of Christmas to me –  
always cheery, loving and available.”

Catherine: “Every memory is one filled with his big embraces, his warm heart and 
his dedication to friendship. My first son, Jordan, arrived two weeks early during one 
of David’s visits. I will always believe Jordan arrived early so he could meet Chippie.”

David had a marvellous ability to communicate with all age groups, particularly 
the younger generation, and his flat at Eccleston Square was a popular stopover point 
for family members – and friends of family – of his many Australian friends visiting 
London. All who experienced his hospitality spoke fondly of his generosity and ability 
to make all welcome.

With the coming of the Internet, emails flowed freely from Eccleston Square to his 
friends in all parts of the globe, remembering family occasions, birthdays, weddings, 
anniversaries, messages of concern, encouragement and commiseration, comments on 
political and sporting events, and just checking in to see all was well and nobody was 
forgotten.

David always chose his words with care. No better example is his response to an 
obituary published in 2007 on the death of my brother, Bill – journalist, columnist, 
sports editor:

What a wonderful tribute. It must have added pride to your sadness. It was a remarkable 
piece, showing how Bill was not just admired but also held in such great affection. Am writ-
ing to Pat and just hope she will feel able to take up her life again. Love to all from a sun-
ny (remarkable) May Sunday morning. David. P.S. Flowers out early. English strawberries 
availed – it is more like June.

David Chipp was not just a member of the Garrick Club: he was wedded to it. In a 
sense it defined him, so much so that he was as much a part of it as one of the vener-
able theatrical portraits which decorate the walls so magnificently. Nowhere was his 
love of people more evident. He conversed with everyone, and his journalistic mind 
gave him a keen interest in the life stories of everyone – including the most junior and 
recent additions to the staff. He could always be counted on to know something about 
each member who was in the coffee room, although sometimes he would say archly 
to a fellow member, “I could write your CV, but I’m darned if I can remember your 
name.”

One feature which makes the Garrick renowned is its institution of the members’ 
table. The table runs the whole length of the dining room and is very frequently fully 
occupied. Unusually, guests are permitted to sit there, and it is considered a sacred 
duty to be convivial with one’s neighbours at table and to introduce oneself to strang-
ers, a tradition with which Chipp could hardly have been more in tune. The Garrick 
monogrammed napkin has a special button-hole for attachment to the shirt, a facil-
ity designed to protect the vulnerable club tie (vulnerable because of its distinctive 
colouring of pale pink and pale green – ‘salmon and asparagus’), a veritable magnet for 
food and wine stains. Chipp would invariably make use of this practical solution to a 
common problem by tucking the napkin under the chin, which was necessary because 
his chin was relatively close to the table, and sometimes his coiffure would flop down 
past his hairy nose to lie dangerously close to his soup.

One of the other duties of membership which Chipp took very seriously was the rite 
of proposing new members, a process locked in ancient custom and carefully regu-
lated. I was one of many who were lucky enough to have been put forward by Chipp 
over the years. Part of this complex mating ritual involved being brought into the Club 
repeatedly in order to be introduced to the other members, who might then be inclined 
to sign one’s card. I was sitting beside him on one such occasion when a sudden hush 
descended in the coffee room and all eyes were focussed on an unfortunate gentle-
man sitting at a side table who was on his knees looking somewhat blue in the face and 
not demonstrating any obvious signs of respiration. Being a medical man, I swiftly 
walked over to him and performed a Heimlich manoeuvre, which was followed by 
a reassuring intake of breath. The gentleman in question slowly rose to his seat, and 
with scarcely a word having been said – as if by an invisible stage direction – everyone 
carried on as if nothing had happened. Chipp was moved to recollect a previous oc-
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casion when a member had collapsed in front two long-retired medical members, one 
of whom was Richard Gordon, the author of the Doctor in the House books. Allegedly, 
Dr Gordon said to his friend, surveying the unfortunate on the floor with a certain 
trepidation, “Well, at least we outnumber the patient.” Chipp himself experienced two 
miniature strokes in his final decade, which naturally worried him somewhat, espe-
cially since both had occurred after imbibing somewhat liberally. He made the deci-
sion to stop drinking, which boosted his health, but made him feel less in tune with the 
other Club members! Eventually, he lighted on the happy compromise of drinking only 
champagne, well known for its medicinal properties.

One of Chipp’s very last candidates was another clinician, Dr Christian Jessen, now 
well-known as a television doctor specialising in embarrassing ailments, and current-
ly one of the Club’s youngest members. Standing in the upstairs bar at the Club one 
evening, sipping champagne, Chipp introduced us to another guest with the words, 
“He’s my doctor, and he’s my other doctor.”

Returning to the subject of the convoluted process of getting one’s friends elected, 
Chipp observed one day that a candidate who had been proposed immediately after 
myself looked as though he was about to come up for election first. Chipp declared 
that he would resign if the gentleman was elected. In the event, to my great relief, he 
did not resign. The other candidate’s name was J. Paul Getty. Other potential reasons 
for resigning, he told me, included the blackballing of one’s candidate. This leads to 
great loss of face because the member’s judgement is being called into question. Chipp 
never spoke of the circumstances of his own election to the Club, but he was in fact 
proposed, fittingly, by Stephen Bonarjee, who has been described as “the founder of 
analytical journalism at the BBC.” This was in 1970, when Bonarjee was at the height 
of his powers, and famous for his parties at the Travellers’ Club, to which Chipp also 
belonged, and where they had perhaps cemented their friendship.

The state-enforced smoking ban in the Club resulted in further journalistic hubris. 
“I’m going to take it up again in protest,” Chipp declared. Politics is always a poten-
tially dangerous topic of conversation in a gentlemen’s club, and one from which Chipp 
never shied away. For the most part, his politics had a distinctly blue tinge, although 
like the rest of us he was full of unexpected contradictions. A statement which he of-
ten made, and which never failed to bemuse, was when he described himself as ‘Old 
Labour’.

If he was ‘Old Labour’, he was also ‘New Tory’. He loved to recount the occasion on 
which he happened upon Dennis Thatcher looking for a cab outside Harrods. The two 
men surveyed each other, and Dennis said, “I know you, don’t I?”

“Yes,” said Chipp, “We met at such-and-such a reception.”
“You’ll have to forgive me, but I don’t recall your name. I’m suffering from CRAFT, 

you see.”
“Craft?”
“Yes, C-R-A-F-T: Can’t Remember A Fucking Thing.”
This became something of a mantra for Chipp himself in his declining years.

To sum up what Chipp meant to the Garrick, men like him are the very essence 
of its character. And what did the Garrick mean to Chipp? It was a place where he 
could practice his genius for communication. But more than that, it became his second 
home: here life’s milestones were celebrated or commiserated. The benign spirit of 
David Chipp will long haunt its corridors and its hidden corners.
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are lost to the worlds of temping or catering due to the lack of positions for these bril-
liant young musicians. He enjoyed following their progress, and had a good eye for 
new talent. When I was a student, David regularly took me to the opera, and we sat 
in the good seats. I think he secretly delighted in the looks he got from other patrons 
who were clearly meditating on the observation that the young man accompanying the 
rather dishevelled-looking older gent was most definitely not his son ...

It was incredible how, without fail, Chipp would know people at any performance 
he attended. We were never alone during an interval as he would always bump into 
various members of his broad web of friends. He loved to hold court whenever possible. 
His dear friend, Len, with a typical biting wit, used to announce, “Disastrous evening 
at the opera last night, darling – there were four people that Chipp didn’t know!”

I think it is safe to say that the concert-going made Chipp feel positively young and 
sprightly. While shuffling slowly out of the vast auditorium of the Royal Albert Hall, 
Chipp would often exclaim, “Most of this lot are even older and more decrepit than 
me!” He loved the Proms, and would reminisce about the days when one was able to 
take an alcoholic picnic into the arena. He delighted in telling the stewards that this 
was “long before you were even born.”

It was fitting, then, that many of us who were determined not to blub at his me-
morial were reduced to floods by the rousing programme chosen. Chipp would have 
strongly approved, and I could imagine him turning to me at the end of some of the 
pieces and saying, as he often would after a performance, “That was marvellous!”

Music played as important a role in Chipp’s life as sport did. And that is saying some-
thing. I suspect very few people know that Chipp was an oboist. Mercifully I never 
saw him play, as the sight of Chipp summoning up the enormous pressures required 
to conquer such an instrument would certainly have overshadowed my many hap-
pier memories of him. After a performance I gave of the Mozart oboe concerto, David 
whispered in my ear, “Not so easy is it?”

Whenever one phoned him the radio could always be heard trumpeting out some-
thing Wagnerian in the background and there were several moments of loud “Whats?” 
and “Whos?” before the volume control could be found and adjusted. Chipp rarely 
ever listened to CDs. Only the radio would offer him enough variety. And this variety 
was mirrored in the range of performances he attended. It was the excitement and 
uniqueness of a live performance that Chipp truly cherished. He was passionate about 
so many different pursuits, but music was a vital part of his daily life, and not a week 
would go by when he didn’t attend a performance of some kind.

Opera was Chipp’s greatest love, and he would book in advance for each season at 
ENO and the Royal Opera House a selection that spanned the whole repertoire. One 
would look forward to his first comments at the interval, which were always insightful 
and entertaining, pointed but never pompous. After a long Handel opera, Chipp com-
mented that the composer needed a good sub-editor. He was a discerning critic and 
had a perceptive ear. He had memories of the wonderful singers of past decades, and 
he delighted in anticipating the greats of the future. I only ever saw him cry once, and 
that was during a stupendous performance of Rigoletto at the heart wrenching scene 
when the maligned jester discovers that it is his daughter who lies dead and thrust 
into a sack at his feet.

Wagner was the ultimate musical master to David. Aged eighteen and serving in 
the army, Chipp would escape in the evenings and stand in the gods for the entire 
Ring Cycle at Covent Garden. You don’t do that by mistake, let me tell you. He found 
the music superlative, sensual and invigorating and, as Chipp often said, “bugger the 
dodgy nationalism!” He and I sat through three different performances of Tristan one 
hot summer at various locations round the country and he still booked himself in for 
the complete Ring at Bayreuth that year.

Music inspired some of his greatest generosity – both to individuals, whom he rel-
ished entertaining at operas and concerts, and to organisations. He was a loyal patron 
of the Southbank Sinfonia, a ‘springboard’ for music college graduates, many of whom 
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In early 1965, I was assigned by Reuters, the international news agency, to Peking.* 
That was how the capital of China was then known to all except the Americans 

and their clients, who clung to the old name, Peiping. It was a dream assignment for a 
28-year-old. No Western news organisation had been given a residence visa since the 
Communists came to power in 1949. During my two year stay, things appeared tran-
quil throughout the country, although tension with the United States and the world 
community over the status of the Nationalists, who had retreated to Taiwan, was a 
constant factor and a threat to peace.

The leadership appeared united and I chatted to a number of them at the endless 
diplomatic receptions and had formal interviews with some. Security was far more 
lax in those days and, as I was officially accredited, I was presumably deemed no risk. 
I got close enough to Chairman Mao Zedong [Mao Tse-tung] to step on his toe. The 
man the West knew most about, Premier Zhou Enlai [Chou En-lai], I saw frequently 
and he became more than a contact: a friend. Of course, we didn’t know a fraction of 
what was really going on in the country, and there was certainly no real public hint of 
the internal rivalries and jealousies among the leaders. Years later, Jung Chang’s Wild 
Swans and then Mao: The Unknown Story, the biography she wrote with Jon Halliday, 
revealed the totality our ignorance.

Alas, in 1964 a great number of my diaries and photographs from that period were 
lost. I shipped my belongings, which included some rather good porcelain, from Singa-
pore to London after a twelve-year spell spent mostly in Asia. Just one small suitcase 
was lost – valueless to anyone else, but invaluable to me. Thus, though some notes and 
a few photos have survived, these reports on aspects of my life in Peking half a century 
ago are based mainly on very happy memories and the recollections of friends. My 
memories are still fresh and many of the friendships have endured for it was, after all, 
the high spot of my journalistic career; perhaps of my life.

Preface

*[In rendering the spelling of Chinese words in English, the author employed both the older Wade-Giles 
system of Romanization which was in use in Mainland China before the Revolution, and the new Pinyin 
system which was formally approved by the Government in 1958. He seems to have used the old system 
for people and places (postal map Romanization based on Wade-Giles) known in the West before the 
Revolution, but used the new system for those he encountered after 1956. If the original was in Pinyin, 
I have retained it. I have converted all other words into Pinyin, but retain the Wade-Giles in brackets 
where this was the spelling with which the author was familiar. I have used the old system, however, 
for the names of certain places which ceased to exist by 1956, or which were completely renamed (e.g. 
‘Machoukuo’ which no longer existed, and ‘Tsinking’, ‘Mukden’, and ‘Kanchow’ which had been renamed 
‘Changchun’, ‘Shenyang’, and ‘Zhangye’ by the time the Pinyin system was created) and for which there 
is no rendering in Pinyin. For words which are not derived from Chinese (e.g. ‘Harbin’ and ‘Urumchi’), 
I have used generally accepted spellings in English. One exception is the name of the national capital. I 
have retained ‘Peking’ rather than ‘Beijing’ as this was the name by which the author still referred to his 
old hometown with great fondness and much affection even five decades after he had left it. (And thus I 
contrast ‘Peking’ with the former name, ‘Peiping’ in Wade-Giles, rather than ‘Beiping’ as it would be in 
Pinyin.) – Ed.]
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My friends could not believe that I was, in their words, going to be paid for 
watching sport. I joined the Reuters Sports Desk in July 1950, but in fact did 

very little reporting at first. Most of my time was spent expanding telegrams from all 
over the world. There was, of course, no satellite communications and correspondents 
sent all their stories by cable. During my first winter, I spent many nights rewriting 
and expanding messages from Australia on the progress of the England cricket team. 
There was no formal training. I just picked things up as I went along. I learned early 
on that sports journalists were a generous lot and usually happy to share their exper-
tise and opinions. Although I had no intention of remaining a sports journalist, it was 
the best possible way to learn the trade. It taught the need for speed and absolute ac-
curacy. Results cannot be slow and reports cannot be inaccurate for sports enthusiasts 
are the most expert of all readers. Make a mistake and there will be hundreds of let-
ters. Above all, these enthusiasts bought newspapers; and editors knew that the fans 
were their most important and valuable readership.

I had plenty of background for the job because I had taken part in a number of sports 
in the army as well as at school and university. For two years, I suffered the frustration 
of a desk job in London. Then, in 1952, I was posted to France to cover the tennis cham-
pionships, the World cycling event, the Le Mans 24 hour race and the Albi Grand Prix. 
At the last, I learned how kind motoring correspondents could be to a neophyte, and 
that one could get by and write a competent report just through intelligent listening, 
a little reading, and a good deal of bullshit. When a feature I had written appeared in 
the Motor Magazine, its editor rang to thank Reuters for at last having someone on the 
staff who understood things. I had never seen a motor race before; and had no wish to 
see another. But I did get a £5 bonus.

Later that year, I was the most junior member of the Reuters team covering the 
Helsinki Olympic Games. It was the height of the Cold War, and the Russians insisted 
that their athletes – and those from their satellites – be housed in a separate village. 
Their security was intimidating, but I managed to track down the great Czech athlete, 
Emil Zatopek. Compared with the accommodation for Western athletes, it was an op-
pressive and intimidating place. Zatopek won the three distance races and returned 
home a hero, only to be treated abominably, years later, after the Prague Spring by the 
authorities who did not like his views.

In Helsinki, I had the sort of luck every reporter craves. We had written and trans-
mitted in advance pieces on the opening ceremony which was expected to follow a 
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formal course. So there was nothing to do except watch and report any changes in 
the highly structured programme. Suddenly, a girl dressed in flowing white garments 
ran out into the centre of the stadium, grabbed a microphone and started addressing 
the crowd. I was standing by the exit through which she was escorted to a police car. 
Luckily, it only went as far as a nearby police post, and I ran after it and followed the 
group upstairs. I waited outside the room where she was being interrogated. When an 
official came out and said he was going to give a press briefing, I persuaded him to give 
me the gist. I then ran back to the Reuters office and my story of her name and inten-
tions was a world beat. She was a pacifist called Barbara Rotraut-Pleyer from East Ger-
many. By chance, I met her five years later when she came to China with a delegation.

Much as I enjoyed the sports desk, my ambition was to transfer to general reporting, 
and after the Helsinki success I was transferred to general news. Luck again helped 
me. I was in East Anglia, in 1953, when breached sea walls caused terrible flooding. By 
chance, I chose to go to Hunstanton, where I found that one of the volunteers was a 6ft 
2in American airman called Reis Leming, who, during the night, rescued twenty-seven 
people. He could not swim, but, with water up to his chin, and in gale force winds, he 
had dragged a dingy through the swirling water to bring them to safety. I was the first 
with the story, got all his details, and Reuters scored heavily in the United States. Im-
portant new contracts had been signed including one with the Chicago Tribune which 
covered the area from which Leming came. Reuters was delighted and I was told I was 
definitely on the list for an overseas posting.

I did not have very long to wait. I was sent to Pakistan to relieve Peter Jackson who 
had been one of my fellow graduate trainees in London. He had been assigned to cover 
what was to prove to be the first successful attempt to climb Mount Everest. My boss, 
Sid Mason, the brilliant self-taught cockney Chief News Editor, sent Jackson a message 
saying, “Chipp is a good lad, a bit raw, but a good worker … he should do all right for a 
bit in Karachi.” There was urgency to allow Jackson to leave and I had less than twenty-
four hours to get ready. I was to be away for almost three years. I was probably as raw as 
William Boot, the hero of Evelyn Waugh’s novel, Scoop: there was little if any briefing, 
and I had to fend for myself, and learn the hard way how to be a foreign correspondent. 
In retrospect, arrangements for postings in the 1950s look far less organised than such 
postings today, and certainly by modern standards, communications were primitive.

Karachi was, I suppose, as good a place as any for a young and inexperienced cor-
respondent to start on his own. There was a long tradition of Reuters operations on 
the Indian sub-continent and, with the sixth anniversary of independence not yet 
reached, British traditions and habits still dominated many aspects of every day life. 
This was true of the English language press and the agency, the Associated Press of 
Pakistan (APP), was built on the tradition of Reuters, for whom its chief executive, 
Malik Tajuddin, and many of his staff had worked. Tajuddin was an extremely dif-
ficult man, seemed to regard me as an interloper, and tried to bully me.

I would have been happy to stay in Pakistan, but Jackson returned and I was posted 
to Rangoon (Yangon), where Reuters had not had a London-based correspondent for 

some years. I was provided with a detailed briefing from Mason which, considering 
that the only time he had left England was in World War I, was remarkable for its in-
depth knowledge and understanding of Burma (Myamar). I was also given a number of 
introductions including one to Daw Ma Khin Kyi, widow of Aug San, who had negoti-
ated Burma’s independence from the British Empire. He never lived to see it for, a few 
weeks before it was achieved, he was assassinated. His widow was held in very high 
regard and she gave me much good advice. For a few minutes, we were joined by her 
nine-year-old daughter, Suu Kyi, who shyly practised her English on me.

Aung San Suu Kyi was to develop into one of Burma’s great democratic hopes until 
the military realised that she was as talented and determined as her parents. They 
locked her up and made sure their authoritarian rule was not threatened by any demo-
cratic movement. She was, of course, not alone among those who opposed the army 
with its corrupt and totalitarian administration. Another to suffer was Chief Justice 
Myint Thein, who was in many ways the most impressive Burmese of his generation. 
Monty, as he was known to everyone, had sat out World War II secretly helping British 
internees, many of whom were his friends. He was not popular with everyone. He was 
pro-British, unlike Aung San and most senior army officers, who had fought alongside 
the Japanese until they realised that Tokyo’s rule was likely to be even more oppres-
sive than London’s. As Chief Justice, he was most approachable and informal, and he 
was of great help to me personally. We became great friends when we found that my 
mother had looked after his wife when she was a law student in London years before.

The letter of appointment which I received said that I should, after about six weeks, 
write to Head Office, with recommendations on such matters as cost of living allow-
ance, where I should live, setting up an office and expenses generally. Such responsi-
bility for a 26-year-old: such trust! In those days, there was no staff department and 
the Company Secretary dealt with such matters. I sometimes contemplate what a meal 
the new style ‘Human Resources’ experts would make of it. All my recommendations 
were accepted, including an air-conditioning machine for the office; although the Gen-
eral Manager and the Chief Accountant observed that they had never been indulged 
with such luxury when they were living in the tropics. 

Informality, I soon discovered, was the keynote of life in Burma in those days. I was 
able to establish a very close relationship with the Secretary of Information, U Thant. 
Later, he was to become Secretary General of the United Nations. He was an unassum-
ing man who made life for me as a correspondent easy. He introduced me to the Prime 
Minister, U Nu, who, whenever we met, also showed great interest in what I was do-
ing. He showed concern when he read a story I wrote about accompanying an army 
patrol in an action against a group of rebels. They were from the Karen tribe, who had 
always been close to the British, and the majority of whom were Christians. (Early in 
the time of British rule, the credulous believed a story that the Karens were one of the 
lost tribes of Israel.) Our patrol was ambushed and he called me in and asked me to 
be more careful. He said, apart from the fact that they liked me; it would be embar-
rassing if I was killed or injured. The rebels had reported that there was a ‘white face’ 
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(me) with the government forces and claimed that I represented foreign military aid. 
I certainly do not believe that journalists should carry weapons as one or two of the 
gung-ho reporters did in Vietnam; but on this occasion, I did take up the rifle of one of 
the soldiers who had been killed. I was going to defend myself if we were over-run: I 
knew that waving my press pass was going to give me no protection.

U Nu’s reprimand was gentle, and was followed immediately by an invitation to ac-
company him to Pegu, the old capital, some fifty miles northeast of Rangoon. Exca-
vations were taking place around the Shwe maw-daw pagoda, considered to be more 
important and holy than Rangoon’s more noted Shew dagon. As he strolled through the 
precincts, the Prime Minister picked up two centuries-old representations of the Bud-
dha. He gave them to me and said it would probably be illegal for me to take them out of 
the country. I ignored that advice. I still have them and I treasure them to this day.

But surprisingly, considering what was to happen later, and their paranoia and dis-
trust of all foreigners, and particularly journalists, my relations with the military were 
relaxed and informal. I was, to be sure, most useful to them as I took the trouble to 
understand and report the complexities of the various revolts they were trying to con-
tain. I was given access to the War Office building and had several informal meetings 
with General Ne Win who, ten years later, was to seize power and dominate the scene 
in Burma for many years. The Intelligence Department organised my trips for me and 
kept me up to date. They were a jolly lot and one of them, I believe, was a Captain Than 
Shwe. He made no impression on me but rose to the rank of general and became dicta-
tor of Burma and persecutor of Suu Kyi.

The others that I remember well included Brigadier Aug Gyi, who was to play a 
leading role in the army’s seizure of power. These military people seemed ruthless 
and determined to suppress the various regional revolts which had erupted since In-
dependence. They complained about civilian bureaucracy and said how much better 
the army did things. Perhaps I was naïve, but I never suspected that they would one 
day seize power. They kept in touch for some years and inadvertently embarrassed 
me at Christmas, 1956, when I was in Peking. They sent me a card signed, “from your 
friends at the Intelligence Department”. I wondered what on earth the Chinese might 
have thought of this greeting, coming as it did from the headquarters of the Burmese 
army in Rangoon. Perhaps they decided (such is the suspicious nature and fantasies of 
intelligence people) that I was a double agent, working for Burma as well as Britain.

Rangoon was a charming city in which to live, even if a very frustrating place to 
work. It was beginning to get shabby, but it still had a certain grandeur about it, and 
was dominated by the huge golden pagoda, the Shwe Dagon. It had not had much mon-
ey spent on it since the days of the Japanese occupation. The roads needed repair and 
hundreds of old US army jeeps were used as taxis. But the people appeared happy and 
contented. I could see occasionally, however, the arrogance, the cruel streak and the 
temper of the average Burman, the majority race. They could quickly take offence and 
become very angry and sometimes violent. They felt themselves superior not just to 
the Indians and other ‘black’ people, but also to the country’s minority tribes – Karens, 

Shans, Chins and Kachins. They were implacable in their determination to crush any 
revolt and were not prepared to offer any concessions. The revolts have continued un-
til this day. The minorities always made it clear that if they had to be ruled by someone, 
they preferred the British to the Burmans.

Those I met, whether formally or by chance, were friendly and I would often re-
lax smoking a cheroot or eating curry in one of the many roadside stalls. Some of the 
stuffier relics of colonial days, who still worked for old trading houses, did not consider 
such conduct appropriate for a European. One burra memsahib (most important lady 
wife) took it upon herself to say to me, “As I was being driven the other day, I saw you 
drinking in a native stall by the side of the road. We like you, but you must realise an 
Englishman just cannot do that sort of thing.” It was late in the evening and any inhi-
bitions had long gone, so I merely said, “Madam. I think you are a monument of im-
pertinence.” The story of this exchange did the rounds very quickly and, as the lady in 
question was not universally loved, it did my reputation no harm among the Burmese 
and the younger Europeans.

The encounter took place at a Saturday dance in the Pegu Club. Before Indepen-
dence, membership had been limited to Europeans and senior ones at that. But now 
it was open to all races and provided good sports facilities as well as a decent restau-
rant. For convenience, because I knew I would be travelling a great deal to other parts 
of Southeast Asia, I decided to stay there. Visiting correspondents usually chose the 
Strand Hotel in the centre of the city. Now that really was a monument to the past. 
It was run by the Aratoons, two Armenian brothers, who resolutely maintained pre-
war standards. There was even a tea dance where three Anglo-Burmese ladies play-
ing piano, violin and cello, rendered tunes such as ‘Delia’ and ‘Tea for Two’ that were 
popular in the 1930s. It was a great place to meet and regularly patronised by the few 
tourists as well as some residents who could also look for rubies and possible jewellery 
bargains in the lobby shops.

As far as I could see, the Strand, unlike some noted hotels in other Asian ports, was 
not the obvious place to pick up a companion for the night. Such opportunities were 
reserved for some rather seedy dance halls where hostesses were plentiful, or in one of 
the many cinemas in the centre of the city. The Burmese adored the movies, particu-
larly westerns and other adventure stories and instead of second features, the manage-
ment ran endless trailers of the delights ahead.

Life could be somewhat lonely for a bachelor, and it was in a cinema that I met Jane. 
She was in her late twenties; her grandfather had been an English soldier who had 
remained in Burma after he was discharged. She told me she worked as a dancer in 
one of the clubs. We had a brief, exciting and discreet affair. At least, I thought it was 
secret, though I was later to learn that several friends knew all about it. She was not 
very intelligent or presentable, but she was fun. There was no way I could take her  
to the Pegu Club, or any other place patronised by Europeans. So we ate in small  
restaurants and made love in her tiny room in the house she shared with a number of 
her relatives.
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Reuters told me that I was to spend much of my time reporting in Indochina and 
other places in Southeast Asia. Jane and I agreed mutually that our affair was over. 
But when I returned from a brief assignment in Thailand, she called on me at the Club, 
something she had never done before. As we sat in the grounds, she told me tearfully 
that she was carrying my child. I am not proud of what happened next. I was ambi-
tious and I knew that there was no way that I could marry her. She could never be the 
wife of a Reuters correspondent; and anyway, I convinced myself, she would not be 
happy living in Europe. I confided in two people in Rangoon and followed their advice. 
Jane did not want a child which she would have found an encumbrance. She was a 
Roman Catholic, and an abortion was never even mentioned. So I made arrangements 
for my son to be adopted by a Roman Catholic orphanage of great reputation. I gave 
them a donation of £500 and said I wanted him to have a good education. That dona-
tion, worth about £10,000 in the twenty-first century, meant that I was going to be in 
debt for years. I never tried to see my only child; never enquired after him; and kept 
his existence secret from my family and friends. I did try to contact Jane on a trip to 
Rangoon years later, but had no luck.* 

In the scheme of world affairs, Burma might not have seemed a very important place, 
but it was an excellent prelude to my China assignment three years later. Its Prime 
Minister, U Nu, was involved in all the negotiations to build a Third World uncommit-
ted bloc and leaders such as India’s Jawaharlal Nehru and China’s Zhou Enlai courted 
him and visited Rangoon while I was there. The informality of Burma’s arrangements 
and the apparent lack of security (there were few foreign journalists around and they 
knew who I was) meant I could get close to these leaders and ask direct questions.  
I begged Zhou to let me have a visa. He smiled and eventually I was to get one.

Nehru, Prime Minister of India and a world figure, had enormous influence in what 
was later to be called the Third World. U Nu went out to the airport when he stopped 
over for a few hours. I was able to chat with him informally, though he knew I would 
report anything significant he might say. It was a very relaxed occasion as we sat sip-
ping tea at Mingladon airport. I told him that since childhood I had been fascinated by 
stories of the ‘Great Game’, as the rivalry between Britain and Russia for control of the 
Northwest Frontier region was called. I asked him if, in spite of the policy of Hindi-
Chini bhai-bhai (“Indian and Chinese are brothers”), there were any tensions with the 
huge neighbour to the North, and did he know what was going on in Tibet? U Nu and 
the Chief Justice, U Myint Thein, laughed while Nehru merely smiled and said that I 

*[It is clear to me that this episode deeply affected Chipp, and that, although he rarely spoke about it, he 
struggled with it for many years. Amongst his papers, I found an incomplete playscript entitled ‘To the 
Dark House: A play in three acts by David Chipp’. It is a study of the thoughts and feelings of a young 
man who has just discovered that he has fathered a child as a result of a casual liaison. I reproduce the 
extant Act I in the second appendix to this volume. I believe it discloses thoughts and feelings that filled 
his head for many years, and which he sought to work through in writing the play. The Rangoon incident 
and the play shed some important light on remarks Chipp makes in an interview with Linda Christmas 
(reproduced earlier in this volume under the title ‘I May Marry Even Yet’) about his regret that he never 
had children. – Ed.]

had obviously studied the region and its problems. Eight years later, India and China 
were at war over a long disputed area called Aksai Chin. Their relationship was never 
to be the same, particularly as Nehru had given sanctuary to the Dalai Lhama when 
he fled Tibet in 1959.

I did know something of India’s relations with China and its neighbour Pakistan. 
But during the time I was in Rangoon, I was more preoccupied with Southeast Asia, 
which was seen by many in the West as a vital area of concern. Commentators believed 
in the ‘domino theory’ – that the communists would dominate the whole region. Indo-
china, Thailand, Burma, Malaya and eventually Indonesia would all become puppets 
of China. I saw, at first hand, the problem and possible threat of the large Overseas 
Chinese minorities in each of those countries. I wrote that the future of Asia, and 
perhaps the whole world, would be settled by what happened in the land between two 
great rivers – the Mekong and the Irrawaddy. Like all the others, I was wrong. Viet-
nam went, but the British stopped the rot by defeating communist guerrillas in Ma-
laya, and the leaders of such countries as Thailand and Indonesia played on nationalist 
and anti-Overseas Chinese sentiments.

My army friends helped me travel to remote places to write about their claimed 
successes. This gave me the chance to travel to very remote areas. I would hire an ex-
American army jeep in Rangoon and travel for a week or so, keeping Reuters content 
with occasional cabled news and a great numbers of features. Communication was 
always going to be the problem.

On one occasion, I felt as if I was going back a century when I used runners to carry 
my dispatches (alas, in pouches and not cleft sticks!) through the jungle trails of East-
ern Burma to the nearest telegraph office many miles away. I was in that remote area 
to cover the evacuation of a remnant of the army of Jiang Jieshi [Chiang Kai-shek], 
which had retreated from the neighbouring Chinese province of Yunnan. General Li 
Mi led his Nationalist troops into Burma’s Shan State, where they were a continuing 
irritant to both Rangoon and Bangkok, as well as Peking. They were to maintain them-
selves for many years by organising a profitable trade in high-grade opium. It was an 
easy currency for the purchase of entrepreneurs, many of them American, in Bangkok. 
I was told by a reliable Thai friend that my reports had made me very unpopular, par-
ticularly with the Nationalists in Taiwan. But, as my sights were still set on going to 
Communist China, I didn’t really care.

I had sought advice of the best way to move my stories from a local sawbwa (chief). 
I had been invited to his bamboo pavilion to watch a celebratory pwe (endless singing 
and dancing) in a Shan village I had arrived at by chance. As the local boss, he was held 
in considerable awe by the villagers who hurried to attend to his every wish. I found he 
had been at Oxford University and we had a number of friends in common. He ordered 
a delicious meal and a bottle of scotch was placed in front of each of us. My bedroll was 
placed in a newly-erected hut and before I went to bed, he displayed what I have heard 
described as the height of Asian hospitality when he asked, “Would you like me to send 
you a girl or a boy?”
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My report on one of the Burmese Government’s real military successes had an im-
mediate influence on the London Stock Exchange. This was the recapture from Karen 
rebels of the Mawchi mines, which had once been one of the world’s main providers 
of tungsten. London asked me to report on the state of the mines and how quickly 
they might get back into production. Mawchi was in a remote area, about 200 miles 
Northeast of Rangoon, and it would take many days to get there. One of my friends in 
the Burmese Air Force suggested that I drop in by parachute from one of their supply 
Dakotas. I had done a couple of jumps when I was a soldier, but I was slightly reluc-
tant because I had doubts about Burmese efficiency. My friend understood and said he 
would arrange that my parachute was prepared by one of the British Flight Sergeants 
who were training the Burmese. So I jumped, landed safely in a paddy field, and was 
able to use official communications to get my story back. When I washed that night, I 
discovered that I had attracted several leeches. Later, when I saw the 'African Queen', 
I understood Humphrey Bogart’s revulsion.

I learned a great deal about Burma in those travels, and assignments in Southeast 
Asia were to be a good prelude to the China assignment a couple of years later. I went 
to neighbouring Thailand to assist my colleague, Michael Nelson, organise coverage of 
the South East Asian Treaty Organisation (SEATO). He was later to become General 
Manager of Reuters, and a prime architect of the agency’s stunning financial success 
in the 1980s. Nelson knew that, with the influx of correspondents, Bangkok’s telecom-
munication system would be swamped, and he showed his administrative and negoti-
ating skills by arranging for us to have the sole Morse code link with the outside world 
for our exclusive use. The American agencies, Associated Press, United Press and In-
ternational News Service, were not pleased and complained loudly, but to no effect.

SEATO was formed to try to safeguard countries in the region from the perceived 
threat of Chinese communism. It was important enough for the American Secretary of 
State, John Foster Dulles; the British Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden; and the Aus-
tralian External Affairs Minister, Richard Casey, to attend. They and their staff kept 
us supplied with often contrary information about what was going on. Much of it was 
strictly ‘off the record’, such as Eden’s throwaway comment that, during one session, 
Dulles was being ‘thoroughly Rotarian’ in his attitude.

But as meetings went, SEATO was completely overshadowed by the Asian African 
Conference which was held in Bandung, Indonesia, early in 1955. At that time, there 
were few Third World independent nations, and only twenty-nine attended. But there 
were several important observers, such as the Gold Coast, which had not yet achieved 
independence as Ghana. Australia and New Zealand were excluded, against the wish 
of Nehru, for what were obviously ideological and racial reasons. The anti-British fla-
vour was apparent: two of the Empire’s rabid and most vocal critics, Archbishop Ma-
karios and the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, stalked the corridors giving interviews and 
handing out press releases to all.

Everyone had expected Nehru to be the dominant figure at Bandung. But he was 
not. It was Zhou Enlai who dominated the conference. He gave what were, in effect, 

two opening speeches. His staff had circulated one in advance, which we all sent under 
embargo and which was distributed to delegates. Then, just as he was about to speak, 
his aides told us he had decided to give a different one, the text of which was also 
circulated. Both were brilliant, and he was tireless in meeting delegates, in particular 
concentrating on observers from Africa and Latin America. That was an indication of 
China’s future foreign policy – embracing the whole world. He gave an appearance of 
moderation, emphasizing that China did not want war with the United States. He thus 
allayed some of the fears of the more right-wing Asian leaders and the concerns of the 
nervous neutrals.

Overshadowing all else was Indochina, where France was fighting its bloody, rear-
guard colonial action. I was sent there from time to time to reinforce the Reuters team, 
particularly when the decisive battle of Dien Binh Phu was being fought. Its capture by 
Ho Chi Minh’s forces, led by the brilliant General Giap, heralded the end of France’s 
colonial rule in Asia. Cambodia and Laos were given independence, and Vietnam was 
split between the Communist North and the American-supported South.

The military press conferences in Hanoi during the last days of the war, when the 
French were clearly sliding towards defeat, often ended in a near riot. Press officers, 
who were obstructive and incompetent – even compared with usual military stan-
dards – clashed constantly with highly excitable French correspondents. The rest of 
us mainly just watched these antics in amusement and amazement, though sometimes 
we were drawn in. To avoid censorship, we would give dispatches to travellers. On one 
occasion, we gave Graham Greene a story which he agreed to give to Reuters in Hong 
Kong. It reported accurately that Vietminh forces were dismantling artillery pieces 
and other heavy weapons, and carrying them along jungle trails to invest the French 
garrison at Dieh Binh-phu. It was true; and when it appeared, the odious Chief Spokes-
man, Commandant Garde, was more than usually explosively angry. He started his 
daily briefing by proclaiming that “Monsieur Corley Smith, correspondent de l’Agence 
Reuter est un salaud [filthy bastard].” The room exploded in laughter and applause for 
our team leader.

Graham Greene was then at the height of his fame, partly because of his film scripts, 
which included The Third Man. With his mordant humour and acutely critical analysis 
of the situation, he was a splendid person to have around. We saw quite a bit of him 
when he was not enjoying a ‘pipe’ with his friends, the French generals. His visits 
were to produce one of his best books, The Quiet American. In my more imaginative 
moments, I sometimes claim that the English journalist and antihero, Fowler, must be 
based on me. Certainly I shared a Vietnamese girlfriend with an American correspon-
dent – and others.

In spite of the conflict, French Indochina was still, in those days, an attractive place 
in which to live. Foreign Legion troops ensured that the nightlife and bars were lively. 
I met two Germans who told me they had been Nazis and in the SS. They had joined 
the Legion on account of its recruitment policy of asking no questions. Thus they were 
able to avoid any reprisals at the end of World War II. As for food, one of the world’s 
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great restaurants was in Cholon, the mainly Chinese part of the capital. Fifty years 
on, I still remember the Arc en Ciel as serving perhaps the best Chinese food I have 
ever eaten outside the Mainland. It was always crowded, in spite of its barbed wire 
defences and being an obvious target for Vietminh bombers.

Phnom Penh was a safe drive from Saigon in those days, and it still retained the 
air of a sleepy town in the South of France. The mother of Prince Sihanouk, Cam-
bodia’s ruler, was reliably reported to be a majority shareholder in the city’s largest 
brothel. Certainly it was ornate and comfortable enough to suggest no lack of funds 
and a prestigious clientele. It was easy to get to the ancient Khmer ruins of Angkor 
Wat, discovered in the jungle by French explorers in the nineteenth century. When, 
a few years later, Pol Pot and his gangster politicians were rampant, it was hard to 
believe that such a beautiful country, with such soft and lovely people, could produce 
such horrors and monsters. Across the River Mekong was Laos, a place for a holiday 
and relatively quiet compared with its neighbours. It was there, I think, that I lost my 
ability to discern good wine; drinking too much Mekong ‘scotch whisky’, a fiery local 
brew, destroyed my palate.

During my three years reporting in Asia, I never allowed Reuters to forget that my 
ambition was to get to China. Infective hepatitis proved indirectly to allow me to be 
in the right place at the right time. The disease was prevalent in Saigon in 1955, and 
a number of foreigners had died of it. Luckily, it was diagnosed by an Indian doctor 
friend, who sent me to hospital. After five weeks, I returned to London on sick leave, 
and what, I feared, would be a job as a sub-editor.

S id Mason, the Chief News Editor, called me to his desk and told me that my name 
was going to be put forward for a visa for China. My heart leapt because that is 

just what I had been lobbying for whenever I met Chinese diplomats or leaders, includ-
ing Premier Zhou Enlai in Southeast Asia. I don’t think Sid had any enormously high 
estimation of me as a reporter, but, I was told later, they wanted a safe pair of hands. 
However, I was told that I had to have a medical test first. I had come home from 
Saigon a few months earlier after a near-fatal dose of hepatitis and with the words of 
a French doctor in my ears – “this will put paid to your ever working in Asia again: far 
too dangerous.” The Hospital for Tropical Diseases had no worries, and told me that I 
would be A1 for the next war!

Reuters had been applying for a visa for some years and was told that only a visiting 
reporter would be allowed. But this was not good enough: only a resident correspon-
dent, as in every other country, would be satisfactory. The situation changed when 
Peking decided that it would be a good thing for its news agency, Xinhua [Hsin-hua], 
to have an office in London, in order to lead and coordinate news gathering in West-
ern Europe. The Chinese Mission in London hinted that the time was now ripe for a 
renewed application. There was another reason for this change of heart. The Chinese 
needed the sort of commercial information that Reuters could supply, and, although 
Xinhua pirated the transmission of all the international news agencies, they now re-
quired the specialist services to which they would have to subscribe. For its part, Reu-
ters was keen to try to rebuild the once very profitable commercial service which it 
operated throughout the country. During my first few months, I did indeed talk many 
times to Xinhua and initiated contacts which led to a high-level delegation going to 
London, where an agreement was signed. Ultimately, my success in this was, almost 
certainly, much more praiseworthy in the Reuters Administration than any number of 
exclusive stories.

When they were looking for someone to assign, luck again came to my aid. In early 
1956, I was back in London, available, a bachelor, and knew Southeast Asia well. It is 
doubtful if I would have been given a visa had I spoken Chinese. (Nowadays, of course, 
Reuters would not consider anyone who did not have the language.) My lack, of course, 
gave ammunition to those who criticised my appointment. I was too young and in-
experienced and was not an ‘Old China Hand’. Anyway, they argued, I would just be 
churning out propaganda, and would have no opportunity for real reporting.

These critics were particularly numerous and noisy in Hong Kong, where a corps 

11.
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of frustrated Americans and other China watchers spent their days listening to broad-
casts and pouring over communist texts. In some ways, they were like research stu-
dents or theological disputants analysing every utterance for signs of some change of 
policy. A typical example was when a number of ‘experts’ noticed that in a picture of 
the leaders at the National Day parade, Marshal Zhu De [Chu Teh] was standing on 
Mao’s left rather than his right: and others had changed sides too. Was this a sign that 
the Marshal, Mao’s oldest comrade and successful military strategist, had been de-
moted? These experts brooded long and deeply on the meaning of this change. Then, 
one, who was more perspicacious than the others, pointed out that the wart on Mao’s 
chin had also changed sides. The photo had been printed back to front.

Among the Hong Kong experts were some Jesuits who obviously had unique, 
though doubtless biased, sources in China. They were particularly virulent in their 
criticism of my appointment. My old friends among the correspondents with whom 
I had worked in Southeast Asia were friendly and supportive. And so were a number 
of acquaintances whom I took to be spooks. My reply to approaches – either direct or 
oblique – was, “Read my dispatches.” The Chinese would doubtless think that I was 
an agent of British intelligence. I had always thought that I was considered completely 
unsuitable by everyone – indiscreet and not inclined to take life seriously enough. At 
Cambridge, I was not approached by the British, the Americans or the Communists. I 
wondered once, when I was asked to have an inexplicable glass of sherry with an old 
Fellow of another college, who was reputed to be a recruiter. When he put his hand on 
my thigh, I quickly understood that spying was not what he had in mind!

On my way to China, briefings apart, Hong Kong was the place where I bought all 
the equipment I was likely to need. I had to take with me a typewriter and all the usual 
office supplies. I did not know what would be available in Peking. I also acquired a 
rather good photographic camera and a movie camera. In those days, Reuters did not 
have a photo or television news film facility. But I reckoned I could find an outlet for 
both. One who used me as a cameraman was the Labour MP and journalist, Chris-
topher Mayhew,* who visited China on behalf of the BCC. We produced some good 
stories, even though the Chinese told me quietly not to jeopardise my position by doing 
such work. (Reuters were not told!)

*Christopher Mayhew (1915–97) became an MP in the Labour landslide of 1945 and was a minister in 
Harold Wilson’s government. He resigned in 1966, disagreeing with the government’s policy of reducing 
the British military presence east of Suez. He later joined the Liberal Democrats and was made a life peer 
in 1981.

III.

A Cycle of Cathay:
Perceptions of China in 1956

Better fifty years of Europe than a cycle of Cathay

When I told my Mother that I had been posted to China, she immediately quoted 
Tennyson’s words. She added that, since the Chinese had always examined 

their history in cycles of sixty years, it didn’t actually mean much; except for showing 
that Queen Victoria’s favourite Poet Laureate’s belief in the superiority of Europe over 
Asia was equalled by his ignorance. Having lived in the Far East, it was not a percep-
tion she shared. Her views were strikingly different from most English people who 
only thought of the Mysterious Orient.

China was seen by people as a source of cheap labour and exquisite porcelain. Chi-
nese food was virtually unknown to the British, who welcomed their laundrymen – 
the subject of ribald jokes and songs by the likes of George Formby. The cinema made 
the detective, Charlie Chan, the best known ‘Chinaman’ of the thirties and forties. 
During World War II, the resistance of the Nationalists to the Japanese aggressor was 
given little prominence; and its leader, Jiang Jieshi, and his preposterously self-indul-
gent wife were commonly regarded with contempt. The Duke of Edinburgh’s report-
ed remark to students about the Chinese being ‘slitty-eyed’ would have gone without 
comment in the immediate post-war period. But by the time he made it, during a visit 
to China in 1984, it was, to say the least, out of date and unacceptable.

Those views were certainly shared 150 years ago by a special correspondent writ-
ing despatches (letters) for The Times. George Wingrove Cooke, a lawyer and writer, 
travelled with the British diplomat, Lord Elgin, who was trying to solve crises in India 
(the Mutiny) and China (the Second Opium War). Cooke’s reports showed a European 
sense of superiority, though he did concede that “in cookery the Chinese hold a middle 
position, below the French and above the English.” He was not lacking in opinions, 
and declared that one source of England’s difficulties was its adoption of “the Chinese 
practice of submitting questions of state policy to men of merely literary attainments.” 
So much for the mandarins, who had practised an efficient, if bureaucratic, system of 
government for more than two thousand years.

As I made my preparations for the assignment, one hundred years later, I knew 
that one thing had not changed. Cooke complained about communications and asked 
how news, and especially commercial prices, could be transmitted speedily. I worried 
about that too. In other respects, attitudes were beginning to change from those which 
prevailed in his time. The British press had started to treat China more seriously. The 
Korean War had shown that the Chinese army was not just made up of bands of ill-dis-
ciplined peasants with loyalty to different war lords. Becoming the People’s Liberation 
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Army (PLA), it had proved efficient and well-organised. The threat of communism 
spreading from China to other Southeast Asian countries was very real. Reuters Head 
Office had a very different attitude to that exemplified by the instructions given to its 
correspondents in 1906. Then, they were told in all seriousness:

the murder of even an obscure missionary should always be chronicled… On the other hand, 
the murder of one Chinaman by another under the most atrocious circumstances is invested 
with little or no interest in European eyes and can therefore be ignored. This remark, how-
ever, does not hold good in cases where the outrage is of a political character.

That mindset makes almost believable the old joke about a young reporter cabling: 
“three Europeans injured and several hundred Chinese killed when earthquake struck 
…” Stories of parks and certain areas having notices warning DOGS AND CHINESE NOT 
ADMITTED may have been exaggerated, but they were an indication of attitudes.

Fifty years after I first went to Peking, things have moved on still further and old 
images have been replaced in the public’s imagination. China watchers and politicians 
may brood on the implications of China’s economic advance, or reflect on the persist-
ing effects of the Cultural Revolution. But, for the ordinary tourist, who visits as I 
write, there are two things that are likely to dominate their thoughts: the Terracotta 
Army and the 2008 Olympic Games. These are natural tools of the tourist authorities; 
but they are also evidence of China’s pride in its past and confidence in its present.

When I entered China from Hong Kong in March, 1956, few foreigners, even the 
educated, had heard of the First Emperor, Qin Shi Huang. Having done my history 
homework in preparation for the assignment, I had a vague knowledge of this legend-
ary figure who ruled 2,200 years ago, from what is now the city of Xi’an [Sian]. Little 
was known of him. Then, eighteen years later, in 1974, peasants digging new wells, 
during a bad drought in Shannxi [Shansi] Province, unearthed a terracotta head which 
proved to be the first evidence of the whereabouts of his tomb. Now, the Terracotta 
Army is a tourist attraction, rivalling the Forbidden City and the Great Wall. 

As far as the Olympics were concerned, in the Spring of 1956, preparations were 
going ahead for the Melbourne Games. There was doubt about whether China would 
take part, on account of its objection to the recognition of athletes representing the 
Nationalist Regime in Taiwan. In the end, the Communists refused to accept the deci-
sion that Taiwan should take part. There was no way that Peking would countenance 
any suggestion of a ‘two-China’ solution to the problem of their relationship with the 
Nationalist rump. The thought that Beijing might one day host the Games did not oc-
cur to the international bodies or any sports journalist. But it would not surprise me 
if it crossed the mind of some Party hack brooding upon the inevitable acceptance 
of China’s ‘rightful place’ in the world. Their attitude to the status of Taiwan, and 
equally that of Tibet, was never to change: both were an integral part of China. It 
was an attitude shared by the Nationalists. The policy was simply not negotiable. Both 
Communists and Nationalists maintained that others had no business interfering in 
something that was an internal matter for China alone.

On that spring day in 1956, I was the sole non-Chinese making the crossing from 

Hong Kong. I went by train to the border, and walked across the bridge that separated 
the New Territories of the British Colony from the Chinese Mainland. The British 
soldiers and smart, polite border officials (‘imperialist running dogs’) had given way 
to suspicious, surly and rather scruffy-looking immigration officers and guards from 
the PLA. To be fair, it occurred to me that most of the border officials that I had en-
countered in many countries were very much alike, and seemingly as unwelcoming as 
the Chinese.

In the 1950s, the Hong Kong-Canton route was the only way of entering the country 
for most non-Communists. A few disembarked from boats arriving in Shanghai, and 
most communists, as well as ‘fellow-travellers’, took direct flights from Moscow, so 
that they might avoid being contaminated by the British imperialists’ colony. Now, 
there are plenty of alternatives available to the thousands of tourists and businessmen 
travelling to China.

There is also so much more information about the country. The Chinese, as in ev-
erything they do, have not been slow to adapt to the needs of the ‘foreign devils’ who 
want to visit their country. Of course, they are careful now, as then, not to let those 
known as ‘foreign friends’, or even tourists, become aware of the widespread and age-
old antipathy to foreigners. Like people in every country, they are basically suspicious 
of anyone different. Chinese people, and particularly the peasants, are superior in the 
knowledge that they belong to the ‘Middle Kingdom’, which is the literal translation of 
the Mandarin for ‘China’. It is also described as ‘all under heaven’ (Tianxia). Through-
out history, everyone else has been regarded as a barbarian; and, for centuries, the em-
perors and their courts, in their superiority, could not care less what anyone anywhere 
else thought or did.

Nowadays, there is no official suggestion of racism; but the ingrained, if concealed, 
feeling of absolute superiority and difference remains. An Englishman I know, who 
speaks the language perfectly, told me that on one occasion he tried to talk to a group 
of villagers. They were totally bewildered and understood not a word. At last, one of 
their number, obviously out to impress his fellows, said he thought he knew what this 
foreigner was trying to say. He then repeated, using exactly the same word tones, what 
had been said. The peasants readily understood their fellow Chinese; but when they 
heard this foreigner trying to address them, a blank wall of incomprehension came 
between them.

White faces were just about tolerable, even if clearly an inferior species. A dark or 
black skin was considered by many ordinary Chinese, particularly the uneducated in 
the countryside, to be repulsive. It is the smell, one friend told me. Several people told 
me, in the mid-1950s, that students at a university in the South had attacked Africans 
who had been given places as part of China’s new diplomatic efforts to increase its in-
fluence and interest in the Dark Continent. As I explain elsewhere, this was one of the 
stories I could not report. There was just no reliable source prepared to be quoted.

The Guide to New China, given to visitors in the early 1950s, was published on paper 
of a poor quality, reminiscent of the publications in Britain, Germany and the rest of 
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Europe during World War II. It was obviously meant for those interested in the politi-
cal structure of China: there was no mention of tourism in its 190-page booklet. There 
was still nothing to suggest tourist interest and still no organisation listed in the larger 
and more comprehensive Handbook on People’s China 1957. But by that time, China 
Travel (known to us as ‘Intourist’, following the Russian model) was looking after the 
needs of visitors.

Fifty years ago, the tourists were all from Eastern Europe, especially from the So-
viet Union. These obviously trustworthy comrades were not interested, it seemed, in 
looking at the Forbidden City; though most made a statutory visit to the Great Wall, 
where they huddled together in seemingly bemused boredom. They never went to any 
of the many splendid restaurants in the city. At least, I never saw them in the won-
derful ones that I frequented. They were conservative and preferred unadventurous 
food, just as so many British tourists in Spain prefer the food and drink to which they 
are used at home. It was quite apparent that, as soon as they got off the plane from 
Moscow or Berlin (the Czechs and Poles were marginally more adventurous), their 
main reason for coming to China was to shop. They were not looking for antiques or 
tourist gifts. Highly organised, badly dressed and drab-looking comrades made for 
the main department store. There, they first bought huge, cheap suitcases which they 
stuffed with clothes, and day to day goods such as kitchenware. Chinese shoppers, 
who anyway naturally stare fixedly at any foreigner, looked on them with amazement. 
For those with memories of European visitors in earlier days, these visitors were so 
very different. Most of those earlier visitors, apparently, spent their time searching 
for snuff bottles, antiques or paintings. The East Europeans were not concerned with 
such things. I suppose it is not surprising that, living as they did in conditions of per-
petual austerity and shortage, they had not the slightest interest in what might be 
loosely described as cultural objects, and which, truth to say, were often bought to 
enhance the reputation of the purchaser on returning home.

In the fifties, there were comparatively few businessmen from the West, an increas-
ing number of Overseas Chinese and a few tentative Japanese. They were referred to 
as ‘foreign friends’. So were those other visitors from the West who were looked after 
by the ‘Chinese People’s Association for Cultural Relations with Foreign Countries’, or 
through individual Friendship Associations. Members of these visiting groups were 
either communists or for the most part ‘fellow travellers’. Their naivety was equalled 
only by their ideological blindness. They gave the appearance of being cripples, both 
mentally and in many cases physically. Typical of these was a middle-aged New Zea-
land cleric I encountered on a train between Canton and Hong Kong. He was just fin-
ishing an (all paid) trip organised by ‘The National Committee of Protestant Churches 
in China for Self-Administration’. He was in a high state of self-induced righteous 
achievement, and droned on and on to his companions about how wonderful China 
was, and that there was absolute freedom of religion. I listened from an adjoining seat 
with mounting indignation. Finally, I could stand it no longer. I addressed him with 
a phrase I think I must have been longing to use all my life: “Sir, you are a disgrace to 

your cloth.” I am not sure where I had read that phrase, but I cannot claim it was origi-
nal. It shut him up, and caused an English-speaking Overseas Chinese, who happened 
to be sitting next to me, to burst into uncontrolled laughter. The clergyman, I learned 
later, had a great success on the lecture circuit and was considered a China-expert – as 
indeed were others of the few who visited the Mainland in those days.

But there is one thing that has not changed in the last fifty years. My thoughts and 
feelings then, as I entered China for the first time, are no different from some of those 
questions asked by those who go there today. Apprehensions about the unknown are 
doubtless the same. Will I be safe? Will I meet ordinary Chinese people? How will I 
cope with the routine of daily life? Are there any goods I cannot get there? (At that 
time there were stories current about visitors being advised to take bathplugs with 
them to Russia.) Some of the questions I put to myself are no longer relevant. They 
have been answered by advances in communications and by a flourishing and efficient 
tourist trade. As a journalist in 1956, I asked myself how would I obtain stories? How 
would I communicate? How would I know what was going on in the rest of the world? 
Every good reporter has nerves about a fresh story or assignment, though most will 
never admit it. But this apprehension was kept in check by the excitement of being, at 
least in this job, a pioneer.
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In 1956, China meant quite simply Chairman Mao Zedong. He was the Great  
Helmsman.
The Communist leader, who had conquered the country by comprehensively  

defeating the American-backed Nationalists, under Generalissimo Jiang Jieshi, domi-
nated every aspect of life. He continued to do so until his death in 1976; and indeed 
still wields a shadowy influence to this day: and not just among the old. His peasant 
army had proved that his assertion, that ‘all power comes out of the barrel of the gun’, 
was no idle boast. He had shown that Russian and other Western leaders were wrong 
in their strict adherence to Marxist dogma, which had insisted that revolution must 
come through the action of the urban proletariat.

During waking hours, it was quite impossible for any individual to forget the Chair-
man. His image was everywhere. A huge portrait, severe, avuncular and all encom-
passing, watched over Tian’an Men [Tien-an Men] Square in the centre of the capi-
tal. Similar ones dominated open squares and meeting places in towns and villages 
throughout the country. His portrait hung, it seemed, in every room in every public 
building and at railway stations and airports. It would be a very thoughtless family 
that did not have at least one on display. His words and voice blared from the radio. His 
writings were piled high in bookshops and available from roadside stalls. His presence 
was everywhere, influencing all actions and thoughts.

There was no hiding from his gaze. It seemed to penetrate every aspect of life and 
reach out to the private thoughts – and even the souls – of all Chinese. George Orwell’s 
classic, 1984, had been published some seven years before and was among the books I 
took with me to China. It had been rubbished by the bien pensants of the British Left. 
They ignored Stalin’s Russia and said it contained the exaggerated propaganda of a 
turncoat. They should have come to China in those days. (Some did: but with their eyes 
and opinions remaining firmly closed.) Big Brother was very real. But, for many Chi-
nese, he was a welcome presence. This was the leader who had brought peace to the 
countryside and was heading an apparently honest and efficient government in stark 
contrast to all that had gone before.

And yet, the most the people ever saw of him was a tiny figure on a balustrade 
high up on Tian An Men, the Gate of Heavenly Peace, which leads to the Forbidden 
City. There he stood on the two great festivals, National Day and May Day, reviewing 
hundreds of thousands of his wildly excited subjects (and there is no other word for 
them). He stood there alongside the rest of the top leadership. He was as remote as any  

IV.

The Great Helmsman:
Chairman Mao
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emperor, and his public appearances as rare. He might make an unscheduled visit to 
some cultural event, causing hysterical adulation among participants and audience 
alike. He would very occasionally appear at the airport – for example to greet the 
Vietnamese leader, Ho Chi Minh – when one or two diplomats might be presented. 
Diplomatic receptions would usually be attended by one of the Politburo, but rarely 
by Mao. In 1956, China began to show interest in Africa and the Middle East. Peking 
recognised Egypt, and Mao turned up for their National Day Party. The reaction of 
diplomats and others present was one of intense curiosity and excitement. I noted at 
the time that he looked rather like a benign farmer who had stumbled into the Ritz 
and would have been more at home inspecting some valuable stock.

Within days of my arriving in Peking, I had told the Information Department of 
the Foreign Ministry, which was responsible for foreign journalists, what I wanted to 
do. Head of the list I submitted was a request for an interview with Chairman Mao. I 
knew he had spoken to western journalists in his revolutionary days and was told that 
he was fascinated by newspapers, reading them avidly each day. Everyone told me that 
I didn’t have a hope. If any foreign journalist was going to be granted an interview, it 
would be someone from a communist paper, or at least a fellow-traveller. It seemed 
I was never likely to get close to him. Once, at the airport, I saw Premier Zhou Enlai 
pointing at me, and Mao smiling. Alas, officials prevented my approaching closer.

Then by chance, on Sunday, October 7, 1956, I came face to face – or rather foot to 
toe – with the Great Helmsman.

Sundays were normal working days in China and government departments oper-
ated as usual. The Foreign Ministry invited me to witness the signing of a treaty of 
friendship with Nepal. It did not seem much of a story, but there was little else hap-
pening. So I decided to go. My decision was, I am sure, influenced by the fact that it 
was taking place in Zhong Nan Hai [Ts’ong Nan Hai], part of the Imperial City; an 
area where it was believed the Chinese leadership lived and worked. It was normally 
impossible for a foreigner, or any ordinary Chinese, to visit the place, even though it 
adjoined the Forbidden City in the centre of the city and was surrounded by the same 
high walls.

That day, Wang, my usual pedicab (bicycle rickshaw) driver, was waiting outside 
my hotel. He was a scruffy, tough and very garrulous middle-aged rogue. I used him 
regularly and he knew I was a generous passenger. He deposited me at an inconspicu-
ous gate, once the entrance to the Tower of Learning, which the Emperor Qianlong’s 
[Ch’ien-lung] faithful Fragrant Concubine climbed each day to look wistfully at the 
Mongol Market and dream of her faraway home. I had read all this in the guidebook 
I was carrying, and was probably dreaming about it when I was fairly briskly chal-
lenged by the guards. They were used to people arriving in official limousines with 
their windows curtained to foil the curious. They were clearly uncertain what to do 
with this relaxed, casually-dressed – and obviously unimportant – pedicab passen-
ger. They took a long time examining my credentials, phoned for authority and finally, 
rather reluctantly, it seemed, let me through. They pointed out the way to the ornate 

hall where the signing was to take place. The gardens and pools were all beautifully 
kept, as they had been for centuries. It was all very peaceful and clearly somewhere 
special.

I was directed into a hall and stood at the back with a few Chinese reporters. Various 
well-known figures entered and stood behind a long table on which officials had laid 
documents. When I saw that Mao, as well as Premier Zhou Enlai, was among those at-
tending, I realised what great store the Chinese were setting on relations with Nepal, 
which had recognised the People’s Republic the previous year. The Chinese Foreign 
Minister, Marshal Chen Yi, and his Nepalese opposite number made brief speeches, 
sat at the table, signed the documents and that was that: or so I thought.

I was given no chance to approach the leaders. They left by a door at one end of the 
hall, and I by one at the other. I did not know any of the Chinese journalists and the 
Foreign Ministry escorts seemed to be missing. I was on my own, so I started to make 
my way back to the gate. Then I saw a courtyard to the left and wandered in. It had 
high walls and several entrances. In the centre, there were some large interestingly 
shaped rocks. I knew that rocks and mountains had fascinated Chinese scholars and 
artists for centuries. Their shapes have been studied and the larger placed in gardens. 
I was regarding these, and wondering which of the emperors might have placed them 
there, when I heard footsteps behind me.

I turned and saw Liu Shaoqi, then Head of State, approaching. Realising that I was 
probably out of bounds and should not have strayed, I felt I must get out of his way. He 
smiled at me as, with a little bow, and muttering “Reuters”, I stepped backwards – right 
on to someone’s toe. I heard HO HO HO and turned round. There – to my astonishment 
and horror – was Chairman Mao, roaring with laughter; but probably as surprised as 
I was. I held out my hand as hurriedly I recollected a few words of Chinese and said, 
“Hello, Chairman Mao. I am David Chipp. I am Reuters correspondent.” He looked be-
mused; as well he might, for my linguistic ability was not great. But he kept on smiling 
and clasped my hand warmly. I did not catch everything he said, but I realised he was 
asking me how I enjoyed living in China. I noticed that he looked extremely well, but 
that the stories about his teeth being airbrushed for photos were correct. They were in 
a rather poor state, being blackened by heavy smoking and the strong tea he drank. As 
I was struggling to put together another question, several officials hurried up and Mao 
moved off. I had doubtless breached both protocol and security, but no one seemed to 
mind and I was just left on my own to go back to my hotel. It was, doubtless, the most 
informal encounter between any foreigner and Mao since those guerrilla days in the 
caves of Yan’an [Yen-an] twenty years before. I had no chance to question him, or even 
just to chat. I felt, afterwards, rather like Dr Johnson, who, when asked what he talked 
about when presented to King George III, replied, “Sir. It was not up to me to bandy 
civilities with my sovereign.”

I did not write a story about the meeting. What could I have said without consider-
able embroidery and fabrication? I was anxious to be considered a ‘serious correspon-
dent’. The word did, however, get around, and to this day there are still a few people in 
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China who refer to me as ‘the Englishman who trod on Chairman Mao’s toe and got 
away with it’.

I continued to try to find out more about him. I had to garner what facts I could 
from the few visitors who had met him and who would speak to a western journal-
ist. I was especially interested to know what his health was like, particularly as there 
had been reports (perhaps wishful thinking) from time to time over the years that 
he was seriously ill, or possibly dying. Books published twenty or thirty years before 
had stated as a fact that he was terminally ill and that the fight for the succession was 
already beginning. Those reports undoubtedly fed his paranoia. As far as I could see, 
and from every first-hand report, he was in excellent health. And so it proved: he was 
to live for almost another thirty years.

Officials gave no help when I asked about such things as his domestic arrange-
ments. This was private, and, anyway, not the sort of thing that should be the concern 
of a serious correspondent. We knew nothing about his wife and, very understandably, 
no hint of his liking for dancing and obsession with young girls. Most of the stories 
I wrote about him were trivia. I had a Chinese friend assess his standing as a poet, 
while another told me about his love of Peking opera. I heard about his taste for the 
very hot food from Hunan in Central China, where he was born. It was tactful not to 
mention his love of strong black tea and the resulting discoloured teeth. But, in 1956, a 
rare informal, but well organised, public appearance was given top publicity in China 
and throughout the world. Aged 63, he swam the Yangtze at Wuhan. If only they had 
allowed me to witness it and report it direct. But, as with so much else, I had to rely on 
Xinhua, the official news agency.

The Chairman’s relationship with the other leaders was naturally of continuing in-
terest. If there were disagreements at the top, then the public, the diplomatic corps, 
and of course the journalists in Peking, knew nothing about them. We would see them 
at least twice a year gathered together on the balcony of the Gate of Heavenly Peace 
reviewing the big parades. Very naively and ignorantly, I wrote that, unlike the leader-
ship of most countries, they had kept their unity after achieving success. They were all 
comrades; most of whom had taken part in the Long March and forged that unity in 
those Yan’an caves, during the war against the Japanese. I would write that this loyal 
team was not made weak by personal rivalries; nor was there an impatient younger 
generation causing trouble by wanting to oust the already pretty ancient people at the 
top. I was very, very wrong, but at the time I did slightly cover myself by crediting such 
opinions to ‘diplomats’ or ‘observers’ or ‘sinologists’! I still shudder when I think how 
wrong I was. But at least my error was shared by many others.

The one exception to this picture of unity that we noted at the time was Gao Gang 
[Kao Kang], the powerful and talkative head of the Manchurian administration and 
high in Party ranking. By 1954, Mao saw him as an over-mighty subject and a possible 
contender for the leadership. He was arrested, tried and eventually, as “a final betrayal 
of the Party”, committed suicide in his prison cell. Over fifty years later, in 2008, his 
widow, 87-year-old Li Liqun, sought his rehabilitation. She wrote to Mao’s successors 

saying that the charges against her husband of “opposing the Party and plotting to 
seize power” were trumped up. He was the most prominent victim of the first leader-
ship power struggle after the revolution.

Like every leader throughout history, Mao had an unshaken belief in his own worth, 
and his vital importance to the wellbeing and survival of his country. In his own esti-
mation, he was indispensable. Throughout his life, he was on the look out for those he 
saw as a threat to his paramount leadership. When he found them, he ruthlessly, and 
often cruelly, eliminated them. That is why he was still the undisputed head of the 
People’s Republic in 1976, when he died in his own bed (alone) at 82.

Among some of his closest ‘brothers’ and ‘close comrades’ who were to die lingering 
deaths in prison because they had opposed some of his policies, and were thus a threat 
to his paranoia, were Liu Shaoqi, whose writings were treated as an important part of 
Chinese Communist ideology, and Peng Dehuai [Peng Te-huai], the Defence Minister. 
One of the latter’s secretaries, Rui Li, was also accused, and spent some twenty years 
in forced labour. He was a brave, able, and obviously very tough and determined man 
who survived. In 2006, he argued publicly about the need for the Party which he had 
served all his life to reform its ways, acknowledge free speech and accept the Inter-
net.

At the time I stepped on his toe, Mao, it is now known, was starting to be preoccu-
pied with what he saw as the lack of revolutionary zeal among the youth. He was per-
haps beginning to brood on a new campaign to counter this. This emerged ten years 
later as the Cultural Revolution, in which his ideological lackeys were relentlessly to 
destroy many of those who had been his closest comrades and ostensibly friends. He 
was also certainly beginning to think about, and possibly initiate, another campaign 
which was to be known as the Great Leap Forward. This was his experiment with 
social engineering on a grand and disastrous scale. The aim was to ‘overtake capitalist 
countries in a short time’. In fact, it was to cause death by starvation of probably some 
thirty to forty million people between 1958 and 1962.

One of Mao’s oldest colleagues who had criticised him over the years was Peng, 
who was of very poor peasant stock and came from the same region. He had known 
hunger as a child and from lowly beginnings had proved himself to be a great soldier. 
He commanded the Chinese troops during the Korean War and, as Defence Minister, 
first came to my direct attention when he made the set speech on National Day. I was 
to meet him a little later at a dinner, when he cross-questioned me about my life and 
work as a journalist. He laughed merrily when I recounted some of my rather pathetic 
experiences as a soldier. I noticed that he ate very sparingly, was fit and tough. He 
remembered what it was like to be short of food and it is no surprise that he first ques-
tioned, and then attacked, Mao’s policies. As a peasant from the same region as Mao, 
he saw what havoc the Great Leap was having on food production. He had seen the 
starvation and deaths in his own village. He told Mao that it was a disaster and had 
caused a famine. His reward was to be was denounced and finally arrested. For the 
next fifteen years, he remained in prison, until he died – in agony – of untreated bowel 
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cancer in 1974. Two years later, the Great Helmsman, as Mao was often called by the 
propagandists, died. Shortly afterwards, news of the death of Peng and Mao’s other 
victims was released.

Very few people, apart from the wretched peasants and some local officials, knew 
what was going on, or the scope of the famine. Certainly foreign correspondents, resi-
dent or visiting China, had no idea of the widespread disaster, and, thus, there were no 
press reports. The world was not to learn of the full horror for another twenty years.

Even in the mid-1950s, we, of course, knew that Mao was one of the great figures 
of the twentieth century, who, by ruthless certainty and a series of ideological cam-
paigns, was turning China into a major world force. He believed that to keep the revo-
lutionary impetus going it was necessary to inject some ideological stimulant into the 
body politic. He had launched such movement as a revolutionary leader and continued 
to do so until his death in 1976.

He was certain of his destiny, and of his absolute correctness in all things. Like many 
great leaders, he was obsessive and paranoid where the Revolution was concerned. He 
knew he was right in all things and could not accept contrary views. Some saw him as 
a god; others, as the saviour of his people; and still others, as a sadistic monster. But 
in those early days of the People’s Republic, he was China: watching over everything 
and everybody with care. Some might say he still does so. Thousands daily visit his  
embalmed body, discreetly repaired from time to time, lying in state in a shrine in 
Tian’an Men Square. Today’s leaders would argue that their political legitimacy 
springs from Mao. He caused millions of deaths and suffering by his two major cam-
paigns – The Great Leap Forward and the Cultural Revolution. And yet, millions of 
Chinese still revere his memory. He was a twentieth century Emperor: a true succes-
sor to those past absolute rulers who made their subjects confident that the Middle 
Kingdom was indeed the centre of the universe.

D uring my stay in China, I saw all the top leaders. Most I viewed at a distance, 
though I got quite close to several of them when they appeared at the airport to 

greet some foreign leader. But there was one man I was able to meet and speak to fre-
quently, and whom I could almost claim as a friend. Certainly, he always greeted me 
warmly and seemed to go out of his way to be helpful.

This was Premier Zhou Enlai. He was the West’s main contact point with China, 
someone of charm and diplomatic firmness. He was, superficially, a very attractive 
character, and skilfully presented a benign and reasonable image of China to the non-
aligned countries. Some China experts, including a few of my knowledgeable friends, 
insisted that I had been taken in by a personal charm offensive. Perhaps I was. Cer-
tainly, one was later to learn of less attractive characteristics and suggestions that he 
was very much a ‘Vicar of Bray’ in his dealings with Mao and his more outlandish poli-
cies. In 1956, he was 58 and had played an important role in the Communists’ strategy 
and eventual victory. There was no doubt that, for all his charming manner, he was a 
hard-line and very tough Communist. In the early days, he approved the execution of 
backsliders and, according to some sources, had been responsible for actions which 
would have shocked Western liberals. There is still some dispute about his actions 
during the Cultural Revolution. He did ensure the preservation of important ancient 
buildings, including the Potala in Lhasa, from young activists, but it is now questioned 
whether he tried hard enough to spare his colleagues from the worst indignities.

Unlike many of the leaders, he did not come from a peasant background. His natu-
ral inheritance was firmly mandarin; manifesting itself in the traditional virtues of 
that class, which had ruled China for centuries. As a youth, he was said to have been 
a most accomplished actor and this fitted him for the role he was to play on the world 
stage. His outward charm and suavity captivated many of those with whom he came 
in contact. I was one of those; but far more important was the spell he cast over world 
leaders, particularly those from the emerging countries. They were to learn that un-
derneath the charm was the steely inflexibility of a hard-line Communist. When he 
offered compromise, it was a tactic to achieve an unchanging goal.

He had shown his ability as an organiser from his schooldays, and this was very ap-
parent when he became a student union leader. He was chosen to go to Europe in 1920 
as a student organiser. He lived there for four years, visiting several countries, includ-
ing England for a very short time. Was this when he began to learn English? Although 
he spent much the most time in France, I never heard him use that language, and there 
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was never any evidence that he spoke it. But English was another matter. He had been 
able to practise it when talking to correspondents in Chongqing [Chungking] during 
World War II.

Zhou emerged as an important figure in world diplomacy in Geneva, during the 
1954 conference at which the Powers finally met to seal the agreement that formalised 
the defeat of France in Indochina. The United States was still smarting over the defeat 
of Jiang Jieshi and therefore the loss of China as an ally. The Americans made it plain 
that they only sat at the same negotiating table with extreme reluctance. The Secretary 
of State, John Foster Dulles, then at the height of his arrogance, pointedly refused to 
shake hands with Zhou. When Dulles’s Deputy, General Walter Bedell Smith, deigned 
to do so while still holding a cup in his hand, Zhou smilingly afterwards wiped his 
own hand and dropped the handkerchief into a waste paper basket. 

But Geneva was just the beginning. Zhou really came into his own at the first Afro-
Asian Conference, held in Bandung, Indonesia, in 1957. Jawaharlal Nehru of India, U 
Nu of Burma, and several other Asian leaders, had formulated the policy known as 
‘peaceful co-existence’. Zhou embraced, and brilliantly exploited, this concept, until a 
good many of the twenty-nine countries from Asia, Africa and the Middle East, who 
were officially invited to the meeting, appeared to believe it was his conception. He 
spent every possible moment discussing China’s role in the world with delegates and 
unofficial observers, such as those two British-hate clerics, Archbishop Makarios of 
Cyprus and the Grand Mufti of Jerusalem.

As a founder member of the United Nations, China had a permanent seat on the 
Security Council. But even after 1949, this was still occupied by the Nationalists, with 
the strong support of the United StFates and other fiercely anti-Communist nations. 
Zhou lobbied hard against this perceived injustice in conference discussions, but the 
People’s Republic was not to occupy the seat for another sixteen years. Clients of the 
United States, such as the Philippines, Japan and Pakistan, ensured the Chinese would 
have to face hostile speeches; but Zhou charmed many of them, and his influence, and 
the reasonable stance he took, was important in making sure that Bandung did not 
become an anti-US forum, as we had been told would be the case in earlier briefings by 
the Americans. He also was able, in a way, to reassure Southeast Asian countries, who 
were worried that the large number of Overseas Chinese (usually more hard-working, 
successful and richer than most of the natives) might provide the pretext for commu-
nist expansion. It was confidently expected that the meeting would be dominated by 
the Indian leader, Jawaharlal Nehru, already a world statesman. But it was Zhou who 
dominated the Conference by his brilliant strategy and intelligent dealing with the 
press. As Foreign Minister, as well as Prime Minister, he was a master at assessing the 
needs, as well as the weaknesses and vanity, of most foreign correspondents.

I had observed him at a distance in Geneva and at Bandung, but that was in the 
company of the press pack. It was at Rangoon airport, when he was on his way back to 
China from Indonesia, that I had the first opportunity of talking to him on a one-to-
one basis. As is explained elsewhere, security in the 1950s was very different from that 

of later in the century. An accreditation pass was sufficient to enable a correspondent 
to wander at will anywhere at Mingladon Airport, and thus I was able to mingle with 
the ministers and officials on the tarmac while we waited for him. Zhou was probably 
surprised to see this European face among the welcoming party, and Prime Minister 
U Nu introduced me. After some routine questions, I asked him, “When can I come to 
China?” He laughed, and said, “Be patient.”

I do not for a moment believe this exchange had anything to do with my getting 
a visa almost exactly twelve months later. But he certainly remembered it when we 
met for the first time in Peking. It was just one of several occasions when I was to be 
amazed by his remarkable memory, or the detailed briefings which he received from 
his staff. I had been in China for only a couple of days when I was invited to the Peking 
Hotel. There was still the trace of its old elegance, albeit with a definite communist in-
terior décor. The original dated from the nineteenth century, but was damaged during 
the Boxer Uprising, and the new hotel was the centre of expatriate social life during 
the 1920s and 30s. When the Communists came to power, they saw in it an excel-
lent central place for official guests and for holding government functions. Embassies, 
too, used it for national day receptions. It is still used for much official entertaining, 
though most banquets are now held in the Great Hall of the People.

I had been invited to one of these receptions, in what was the first letter I received 
after my arrival. Someone from the Foreign Ministry Press Department phoned me 
to ask if I intended to go, and said he would greet me there. He was hovering around 
the entrance to the large banqueting hall, and guided me to a place where Bela Elias, 
correspondent of the Hungarian news agency, and a couple of other East Europeans 
were standing and drinking warmish white Chinese rice wine. I was introduced, and, 
as we were chatting, I sensed that there was an increased excitement in those around 
me. That was occasioned by the appearance of Premier Zhou. He welcomed me to 
China, saying, with a smile, that I had now achieved the ambition about which I had 
spoken in Rangoon. He asked if I was getting everything I needed, and added that I 
was in a good tradition of correspondents in China. He mentioned his old friends from 
Chongqing days, including John Roderick of the Associated Press and Doon Campbell 
of Reuters, to whom he sent warm greetings. I told him that everyone was being most 
helpful, but that I hoped I would be able to travel, including to Tibet. He laughed at 
that, and said something like, “One step at a time.” He then said he hoped I had a good 
name in Chinese. When I told him that I did not, he thought for a moment before scrib-
bling down three characters. ‘Chipp David’ had become Qi Dewei [Chi Teh-wei], or in 
translation, ‘Lacquered Defender of Morals’. That is how I am still known in China, 
and the characters he wrote are printed on the back of my visiting cards.

That meeting was to be followed, over the years, by many others at similar recep-
tions. Foreign correspondents from several European Communist countries, and any 
visiting journalist, would usually stand together. Zhou would come up and talk to us 
in English, which he understood perfectly and spoke pretty well. Conversation was on 
general and often light-hearted, unimportant subjects. But if anyone asked a serious 
question and made it plain that he or she wanted to go on the record, Zhou would do 
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one of two things. He would either just raise his glass in a toast and move on, or beckon 
his interpreter to join us, and the formal interview would take place in Chinese. He 
was, of course, absolutely confident of his English and I often felt sorry for those in-
terpreters who were frequently corrected on matters of interpretation or emphasis. 
But clearly for protocol, and so a note could be taken for future reference, Chinese was 
appropriate when questioning became formal.

I was called to Zhong Nan Hai, the government compound, where Zhou had his 
office, three times to interview him formally; and though nothing startling was re-
vealed, he provided enough quotes to make the front pages. I was given very brief 
notice of two of them, and, on one occasion, did not know whom I was seeing until he 
came into the room. At least, unlike some foreign diplomats, I was not summoned in 
the middle of the night. That was Zhou’s way. He needed very little sleep, often worked 
through the night, and kept his devoted staff – some of whom had been with him for 
years – hard at it. Once, when I got something slightly wrong, he sent me through one 
of them, a polite but firm message of correction. He was much amused when I wrote 
that by his gestures and his general presence, it was clear that in his youth he had been 
a very accomplished amateur actor.

He was, of all the Communists I have met over the years, whether they were lead-
ers or just private Party members, easily outwardly the nicest, with a sense of humour 
and, I think, realism. He was probably one of the very few politicians of any party, or 
country, that I would have invited socially into my home. He would have been an en-
tertaining and brilliant guest. Was I seduced by his charm? Yes, but at least he tried! 
And I may have been influenced by some remarks he made about me. He apparently 
told a colleague, “We like Mr Chipp. He is very interested in everything about China; 
he gets a lot wrong; and is always laughing and joking. But he is a very serious corre-
spondent.” A serious correspondent: as a reporter, I find that the greatest compliment 
I have ever been paid, and can think of no better epitaph.

Twice he acted in ways that influenced my opinion of him. I was having a cup of cof-
fee in one of the waiting rooms behind the hall where the National People’s Congress 
was in session. Zhou was waiting for a Japanese delegation that was late. He asked me 
if I would like to stroll round the garden, and I was delighted. He questioned me about 
my family and what I had studied at Cambridge. (How did he know?) When I told him 
my special subject had been the philosophy of St Thomas Aquinas, he roared with 
laughter, and said he hoped it would serve me well. We chatted about flowers in China 
and England and it was just a relaxing few minutes. On the second occasion, we were 
both in the audience for a performance of Romeo and Juliet. In the interval, he told me 
that the Chinese translation did not get the full flavour of Shakespeare. He then asked 
me if I knew that Tian Hua [Tien Hua], who was playing Juliet, was also a deputy in 
the Congress which was then in session. I told him that I would follow that up as an 
interesting little story.

The next day, this busy man – with so much else of great matter to deal with – obvi-
ously remembered our conversation, and brought her to the press room saying, “Here 
is your story.” Almost fifty years later, I once again met ‘Juliet’, by now a well-known 

television star. We embraced in front of hundreds of people at a banquet to celebrate 
the 150th anniversary of Reuters, held in the Great Hall of the People.

Other members of the Politburo, apart from Zhou, used to put in an appearance at 
formal receptions at the Peking Hotel. Mao Zedong seldom went, and the most senior 
leader in his place was often Marshal Zhu De. One of the most popular paintings on 
display on billboards and in offices throughout the country was of Zhu and Mao clasp-
ing hands when they met, so it was said, for the first time on a mountain peak in 1928. 
As a great guerrilla general, he was enormously popular with his troops, and was said 
to lead an austere life and to hate formal functions. Not for nothing did the characters 
of his name translate as ‘Red Virtue’. I saw this tough-looking soldier many times at 
receptions without speaking, but once did exchange unlikely civilities with him, when 
he was having his hair cut in the smart Peking Hotel salon. He had a long, ideologi-
cally orthodox and loyal relationship with Mao – at one early stage so-called experts 
on the ‘Communist Menace’ insisted there was one leader called Zhumao [Chu-mao]. 
Like Zhou, although he was finally distrusted by Mao in the final stages of paranoia, 
and accused by Mme Mao of anti-Party thoughts, he was never arrested and allowed 
to die quietly in bed, aged 90.

Others were not so lucky.
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A lways make sure of your communications. You can have the best story in the 
world, and it is of not the slightest use if you cannot transmit it. That advice from 

the Chief Reporter of the Gloucestershire Echo, when I was working in Cheltenham 
during a university vacation, was very much in my thoughts when I arrived in China. 
Looking back from the early twenty-first century, what was available to me in 1956 
appears as remote as the quill pen and cleft stick of nineteenth century foreign corre-
spondents would have seemed to me then. Satellites were a thing of the future. There 
were no mobile phones, international telex was not available, and the only telephone 
links were between Peking and Moscow, and Shanghai and Hong Kong. The former 
could not then be used by foreigners (except probably the Russians); while the latter 
was obviously of no use to me on a day-to-day basis.

For spot news, I would have to rely on commercial telegrams, while features or 
timeless news items would go by post; in much the same way as those early corre-
spondents had sent their news. Photos or film would go by normal mail unless one was 
lucky enough to find a traveller flying out of China. Telegrams charged at so much a 
word were expensive and, in the late nineteenth century, agencies such as Reuters de-
signed ingenious codes to save words in commercial, sporting and in some cases gen-
eral news messages. By my time, codes were out. They were, apart from anything else, 
potentially dangerous, having regard to the possibility of mistakes by incompetent or 
in some cases drunken correspondents. We had to run words together to minimise the 
cost and give the bare story, leaving out anything which one assumed could be added 
by a competent sub-editor at the receiving end to make the story complete. Rates for 
filing direct to London were very high and I was instructed to use that route only for 
stories of the greatest importance and urgency. Otherwise, I was to file to Hong Kong, 
where my dispatch would be forwarded to London under the Commonwealth Press 
of one penny a word. When, in a fit of enthusiasm, I filed my first interview with the 
Premier direct to London, I was told it had been unnecessary and wasted money.

So the first thing I did, after my arrival, was to find the Telegraph Office and learn 
the procedures. Luckily, I had brought a supply of carbon paper with me, as I was told 
I had to hand in two copies and needed to keep one for my own records. I typed on 
a special form the address ‘Press Reuter Hongkong Collect’, then the text and signed 
each page. I found there was a special desk for sending telegrams abroad, so at least 
I did not have to battle with the crowds. I had a Collect card, which meant that the 
recipient would pay, and on each occasion this was minutely examined by a clerk. She 
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(they were almost all female and bossy) took the copy and after some tedious exami-
nation began to count the words so I could be given a receipt. Once, in the early days, 
I hurried away to another appointment and presumed the cable would be sent. But 
when I next went in, one of the girls gave me a receipt and said, “Now we can send the 
telegram which you handed in this morning.” That was Chinese (or rather, universal) 
bureaucracy, and I did not make the mistake again; though, once they knew me, I was 
allowed to send my driver with a telegram.

Unlike in the Soviet Union, and many other countries at that time, there was no 
formal censorship. If I had a story to file, I could do so without the delay of waiting 
for a censor to approve the copy. In the whole time I was there, I had no evidence of 
any dispatch failing to be transmitted, wordage changed or transmission delayed. The 
same was true of features which I sent by post. Far more frustrating, even than com-
munications difficulties, was the problem of getting a story in the first place; restric-
tions were at source. I often thought that there could have been a rebellion going on 
a couple of hundred miles away and it might be days or months before I heard about 
it. Of course, what I wrote was read carefully – apparently – at all levels, and my dis-
patches were often carried in an official publication available only to trusted officials 
and called For Your Information Only. This was sent to ministries and to government 
offices all over the country. There were several editions, and distribution depended on 
the cadre’s reliability and Party standing. It was certainly widely read because all sorts 
of people, including some officials in Urumchi in the far Northwest, told me they had 
read something I had written recently. Shortly after that, at one of the many recep-
tions which were the best places to meet senior people, I was called over to talk to the 
Minister of Agriculture. He told me that he had much enjoyed a series I had written 
on my recent trip. He then gently put me right on the subject of irrigation in the Gansu 
[Kansu] Corridor. Irrigation was not good enough, he told me, to allow for the large 
herds of cattle I had suggested.

Occasionally, I was taken to task, either officially or unofficially, and with vary-
ing degrees of disapproval, when my reports or interpretations of events or policies 
were not liked. Once, I was reprimanded by Sid Mason in London, by telegram, and 
Chen Hui of the Foreign Ministry News Department, verbally, for the same story. I 
described thousands marching past the Legation, protesting against British action at 
the time of the war with Egypt over the Suez Canal as “a well organised spontaneous 
demonstration.” Neither liked it. Chen Hui thought it insulting to Peking’s citizens, 
and argued that all the demonstrators had chosen to go voluntarily; while Mason said 
my report lacked objectivity in suggesting both spontaneity and organisation. China 
was a delicate assignment, and Head Office kept a careful watch on what I wrote. The 
formidable Situationers (Features) Editor, Muriel Penn, once messaged me briskly, 
“Watch your adjectives: they sometimes contain comment.”

I found the way I was going to communicate; but how was I going to find any sto-
ries, except for the government handouts? My official point of contact was the Press 
Department of the Foreign Ministry. It was headed by Mme Kong Peng [Kung Peng], 
who had been a close associate of Premier Zhou Enlai for many years. An elegant and 
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charming person; she had considerable clout among other ministries, and was very 
highly regarded not only by the Party leaders, but also by foreign journalists. Relations 
were at times prickly, with the press officers accusing me of being irresponsible, and 
my saying they were obstructionists. As an Indian diplomat observed, “You were both 
correct.” Rows were soon forgotten, for there was a mutual acceptance of the benefit 
of getting on well. Reuters, I knew, would not be best pleased if I was expelled, after 
all the trouble taken to get me accredited.

A huge story was one thing, and nothing should prevent my reporting it. But I could 
not risk filing a minor report, for which my sources were doubtful, and, more impor-
tantly, confidential; thus making attribution impossible. I did not, for example, cable 
anything about reports that Chinese students were harassing Africans at a university 
in the South. I could not get any sort of attributable confirmation. Because of the re-
vulsion felt by many Chinese for black or brown people, (and they didn’t like whites 
very much either!) I thought the stories were almost certainly true. I knew that corre-
spondents with a macho belief in the total freedom to report everything would almost 
certainly have reported it. But I also knew that several had been expelled from coun-
tries for filing stories which were embarrassing to the authorities but of little impor-
tance. They were expelled for stories which, when published, consisted of a paragraph 
or two that had appeared down column on an inside page.

Two of the officials from the Press Department, with whom I dealt and with whom 
I had some electric rows, remained friends, and years later were to stay with me in 
London. Chen Hui and his wife, Chen Xiuxia, were both educated at Swarthmore Col-
lege in the United States, and returned full of enthusiasm to help build the New China. 
I sometimes thought that they, and others like them, felt they had to overcome the 
‘taint’ of the American connection, and were thus outwardly more conformist than 
some others. I remarked angrily, and complained frequently, about what I saw as the 
incompetence and the failure to give me the information I needed. But I knew I had to 
work with the Department on a regular basis and so kept my remarks within bounds.

This was not the case with the ‘Visiting Firemen’ – correspondents on a short term 
visa. They had nothing to lose; and, as I knew, these star reporters often with a sense 
of their own importance, could, and did, easily ruin the careful relations forged by 
resident foreign journalists. Not so in China, where they met their match. Several of 
them complained bitterly to Zhou Enlai that they were not treated fairly, compared 
with the Chinese radio and news agency. The local organisations, they said, always 
got the news well in advance, and thus the foreign press was put at a disadvantage. 
The Department reacted angrily and brilliantly. Zhou was known to be someone who 
needed little sleep and did much work when most people were in bed. For the next few 
weeks, we would be woken in the middle of the night, and summoned to ‘an important 
briefing’. I could not risk ignoring such a summons, and nor could those visiting cor-
respondents, who might include Japanese, Australians and New Zealanders as well 
as Europeans. The authorities were cleverly even-handed and the correspondents of 
Tass, Pravda, and other communist publications were woken too. An official would 
then read out something along the following lines, “The People’s Republic of China 
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has issued its 234th serious complaint about the intrusion into Chinese airspace by 
American planes.” That was it: just routine; nothing important, and no elaboration. 
When someone complained that it could have waited until morning, the straight-faced 
reply was that correspondents had asked for parity, and now they were getting it. After 
some time, the News Department, feeling that the point had been made, and that we 
had been sufficiently punished, stopped this charade.

The News Department issued accreditations, and these were much valued docu-
ments. A residence visa, such as I had, was particularly valuable. Accreditation meant 
the holder was ‘official’ and recognised by authority. The passes conferred legitimacy 
and allowed the holder to enter various places without a special security pass. With 
the history of terrorism in the years since then, such lack of special security seems 
almost unbelievable. If one was recognised, one was acceptable. For obvious reasons, I 
never tried to enter defence locations, but the pass gave me access to many places, in-
cluding the airport. This was very important in those days, because the Chinese lead-
ers and the entire diplomatic corps would troop out there to be present when visiting 
heads of state arrived. I could mingle on the tarmac with ministers and ambassadors 
as we awaited the plane’s arrival.

On his first visit to Peking, Ho Chi Minh, the veteran Vietnamese revolutionary 
leader, rated the top treatment. Chairman Mao and the whole of the politburo were 
there to greet him. On that occasion, we could not get closer than about twenty yards 
from the official party, but I saw Zhou pointing me out to Mao, saying something and 
both of them laughing. Even though the Chinese and Vietnamese were historically 
enemies, Uncle Ho was a special guest. In the early years of the twentieth century, he 
had worked in hotel kitchens in Paris and London. He had a great love for the French, 
but when they refused to talk about Independence after the defeat of Japan in 1945, 
he led the Vietminh in rebellion. One French general is said to have declared, “What 
need has France to negotiate? We have two battalions on the way by sea.” The French 
paid the price of such arrogance, and were driven from their Southeast Asian colonies. 
Ho rivalled Mao as the idol of revolutionaries and the young who wanted to change 
the world.

When he arrived in Peking to a hero’s welcome, Ho had comprehensively defeated 
the French, and was to do the same to the Americans some fifteen years later. In 1956, 
he was in his mid-sixties and seemed spry enough, though he was said to have been 
ill. Zhou escorted him past clapping groups of peasants, workers, soldiers, and intel-
lectuals, to greet the diplomats. They were standing in a line with the Russian ambas-
sador at one end and the British charge d’affaires at the other. That protocol accurately 
reflected the situation at that time: the Soviets were China’s most important ally, while 
the British still had not full relations. We journalists were herded into a group, and 
as he approached, he surprised Zhou and others by greeting me with the words, “Ah, 
David Chipp, cher ami.” He remembered me from Hanoi, a year earlier, when I was 
covering the victory of his troops. I again noted his modest bearing, which belied his 
determination and ruthlessness over the years. I actually think he was genuinely mod-
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est, and it is said he specifically asked that there should be no memorial. Naturally 
enough, his wishes were ignored, for his successors needed a symbol. I am sure he 
would have hated his ghastly mausoleum in the centre of Hanoi; whereas I am equally 
certain Mao and Stalin would have thought their memorials appropriate.

Other important guests also got the top treatment, but only Ho and President 
Achmed Sukarno of Indonesia rated a Mao welcome. We went out to meet lesser lead-
ers as well as friendship and cultural delegations from many countries. At airport 
greeting ceremonies, and at the frequent national day receptions, I made a point of 
meeting as many diplomats as I could. A major source of news was obviously the diplo-
matic corps. Twenty-nine countries had diplomatic relations with China and missions 
in Peking in 1957, compared with some 150 in the early twenty-first century. There 
were no Americans or French, but Scandinavians and Swiss, as well as several from 
Asia, and a growing number, over the years, for Africa and Latin America. Some of 
them still had offices in the old diplomatic quarter, but soon they were all to be herded 
in a new diplomatic enclave. Missions were moving into new and larger buildings. One 
of these was Albania.

At that time, there was no formal relationship between Tirana and London, and for 
some reason. (I cannot recollect what it was!) So I thought it might be useful to make 
contact. My first visit was not a success, as the first person I interviewed was either 
very secretive or very stupid. I guessed that no one spoke English, so I took my regular 
interpreter (Amy) Jia Aimei with me. I had not realised that no Albanian spoke Chi-
nese, and that there was a shortage of interpreters who could speak Albanian and Chi-
nese: in fact, I don’t think there were any to be had in Peking. My questions thus went 
through several languages – English to Chinese to Russian and finally to Albanian. 
Replies followed the reverse route. It was a slow and unrewarding morning verging 
on farce.

Other diplomats were more helpful, and, in particular, I received much useful in-
formation from the missions of the five countries which had pioneered the concept of 
‘Peaceful Co-existence’ – India, Pakistan, Burma, Ceylon and Indonesia – before Zhou 
seized the policy as his own. The Indians, who in those days before the Border War 
were particularly close to the Chinese, had a very able embassy staff. The ambassador, 
R. K. Nehru, was a cousin of the Indian Prime Minister, and enormously impressive. He 
was clearly close to the Chinese, and was said to be one of the few people to entertain 
Chairman Mao to dinner. His wife was of sparkling personality, which shone at recep-
tions. At one of these, she told me that she had decided to march in the next May Day 
parade. Foolishly, I said that it would make a new angle to what was, by now, a pretty 
routine story. She did not believe that I would cover it, and I did not disabuse her. Sadly, 
she did not march. The Pakistanis were not as close to the Chinese. Possibly, that was 
because some of them looked, and acted, like British Indian Army cavalry officers. I 
could never get confirmation of a story going the rounds that a senior member of the 
mission had lost his temper with a Chinese driver who was late and slapped him.

The British, unlike the Americans and many other countries, had recognised the 
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Communists, but were represented by a charge d’affaires, not by an ambassador. He 
was Con O’Neill, who had an amazing brain, was very witty and perceptive. He had 
resigned over the Munich deal in 1938, and wrote for the Times before returning to the 
Foreign Office. He was later to be one of Edward Heath’s chief advisers when Britain 
joined the European Community. His number two was John Addis, who was an eccen-
tric and a considerable scholar, and had been posted to China in 1948. Such attributes 
were, in those days before conformity became the yardstick for appointments, thought 
to be an advantage for someone representing Britain. He was to be ambassador in Ma-
nila and finally in Peking. As well as O’Neill and Addis, it was clear that Whitehall 
staffed the Peking mission during my time with some remarkable people. Six were to 
become ambassadors – Alan Campbell (Rome), John Fretwell (Paris), John Morgan 
(Seoul), Emrys Davies (Hanoi), and Alan Donald and Richard Evans, who both finally 
returned to China to head the mission. Finally, Douglas Hurd, who became a politi-
cian, ended up as Foreign Secretary, and was in the cabinets of Margaret Thatcher and 
John Major. They were all helpful in my search for news, and also became friends.

Important as they were as a source, I had to be careful not to get too close to the 
British, and I was able to have friends and contacts throughout the diplomatic com-
munity. My reservations about the British were that simply too many people assumed 
that Reuters was official and that I was being directed by London. Worse than that, 
many assumed I was a spy. I was not. I would have been totally incompetent, as was 
shown when, as an infantryman at the end of the War, I was not trusted to understand 
anything more complicated than a rifle. Some of the visiting correspondents watching 
the National Day parade in Tian’an Men Square seemed to me to have an almost un-
healthy knowledge of such things as self-propelled guns and the latest mark of tank. 
The Agence France Presse correspondent, Jacque Locquin, said he assumed I was in 
intelligence. “After all, my dear Cheeps, the Chinese know that I am employed by the 
Deuxieme Bureau.” Did the Chinese follow me around? Did they read my mail? I sup-
pose so; but they never interfered with my activities, and there was never any evidence 
that inward or outward post was delayed. Newspapers and magazines arrived regu-
larly from London and Hong Kong. The representative of the virulently anti-Commu-
nist Time Magazine offered to send it to me without charge. He was sure that it would 
not be allowed through. But it was, came weekly, and was much discreetly enjoyed by 
a number of my Chinese friends.

From the start, it was obvious that two organisations were going to be vital in my at-
tempt to get news and official help with interviews and visits. These were the Foreign 
Ministry News Department and the official news agency, Xinhua. For most things, I 
needed to approach Chen Hui or one of his colleagues. I put in written applications 
and these were never acknowledged. But then I might suddenly hear that a visit to a 
collective farm had been arranged. Often, I would hear nothing for weeks, and then 
three or four visits or interviews would be offered in the space of a few days. For most 
of these, I would be accompanied by Amy (Jia Aimei) the interpreter provided by China 
Travel. She spoke excellent English and was, she later told me, amused by some of 

A Day’s Work

my enquiries. At the time, she had just graduated from Shanghai University; and fifty 
years later, by now a grandmother, she and her husband stayed with me in London. For 
more formal interviews, such as the ones I had with Zhou Enlai, I was accompanied 
by Mme Kong Peng and by Chen Hui who acted as interpreter (not that Zhou actually 
needed one).

The procedure for visits or interviews was always the same. I was received by who-
ever was the spokesman, who was inevitably accompanied by a note taker and probably 
several other colleagues. I would be offered tea and a cigarette, whilst we exchanged 
pleasantries under the watchful eye of Mao, whose portrait hung in every room. When 
it came to the formal interview, the official would speak from what was obviously a 
prepared and vetted text. The Party line was paraded and I would be asked if I had any 
suggestions to make which might improve their work. Too often, my questions were 
answered with, “I am not too clear about that.”

I made a formal call on Xinhua soon after my arrival; they promised me every help, 
and ensured that I received their printed daily bulletin in English. After a while, some 
of their staff were authorised to give me tipoffs. One of these journalists, years later, 
came to London, and, when I entertained him to dinner at the Garrick Club, told be-
mused members that I had caused him terrible trouble and might even have caused 
him to be imprisoned, or worse, as a counter-revolutionary. I didn’t know what he was 
talking about, but he reminded me of a dinner given by the Defence Minister, Peng De-
hua, which we had attended. The Minister had asked me how I managed to get news 
and I told him how grateful I was to journalist friends, like my companion, for all the 
help they gave me. A few years later, during the Cultural Revolution, he was struggled 
against, and one of the charges was that he had “cooperated with the bourgeois impe-
rialist journalist Chipp.” He was accused of being a counter-revolutionary, but avoided 
the awful fate of others, such as my friend, Chuck. Someone had taken notes during 
the dinner, had kept them, possibly as an insurance, and had not hesitated to use them 
later to further his own career and destroy a colleague.

I began to get official statements and reports faster after an agreement, which I 
had negotiated, was signed between Reuters and Xinhua. This was a landmark, for 
it was the first time a news agency anywhere in the communist world had paid for a 
service from a Western agency. Previously, they had pirated the news, saying it was a 
fair exchange for we could have their material without charge. For me, the advantage 
of this new arrangement was that I received the news by teleprinter in my hotel room. 
Luckily, I am a very good sleeper, for the machine stopped and started and chattered 
away all day and night. I did, however, switch it off a couple of times. The great Rus-
sian pianist, Svatislav Richter, was staying in the next room. I did not want to disturb 
him, but above all, I wanted to listen to his practising. I told a friend at Xinhua and she 
said she would keep me posted if any news broke.

Gradually, as the months went by, Mr Tsiang, my translator, and Jia Aimei [Chia Ai-
mei], my preferred interpreter from the Travel Service, friendly journalists from the 
news agency Xinhua, members of the Press Department and even some ministries, be-
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gan to appreciate the subjects in which I was interested. They would make suggestions 
and would occasionally guide me towards speeches or articles which I might find in-
teresting. They could not be at all helpful, however, in interpreting the sudden changes 
brought for ideological reasons, or often because of Chairman Mao’s latest whim. The 
People’s Daily, the official Communist Party newspaper, would announce something 
as a fact without explaining why it had preached exactly the opposite they day before. 
I was soon to learn that public amnesia was universal and officials, when questioned, 
would feign ignorance of what I was talking about. Population and the birth-rate was 
an important subject, and, like so much else, government policy as subject to frequent 
unannounced changes. Soon after my arrival, it was made clear to me that the Chinese 
government admitted no worries, at least in public, about the country’s astonishing 
birth-rate and its population, which by then had reached 600 million. One 76-year-old 
economist, Professor Ma Yinchu, sounded a warning, saying that unless something 
was done, the country’s population would reach two billion soon after the year 2000, 
and would be greater than all the rest of the world put together. That proved to be an 
exaggeration, but that was not the reason he was officially contradicted. Later, this 
world-renowned demographer would be purged. In 1956, he had a few supporters who 
warned about the perils, and he had some support for a birth control policy from an 
eccentric source. A tiny and ancient former Nationalist general called Shao Litun was 
obsessed with the subject and aired it frequently. He suggested an old country remedy: 
“A woman should take fourteen tadpoles less than fourteen days old and swallow them 
live. The following day she should take ten more and barrenness is guaranteed for five 
years. At the end of that period, she should take the same dose and she will be barren 
for the rest of her days.”

Members of the 1956 National Peoples Congress were, I think, bemused by the Gen-
eral’s obsession, and there was only a little polite laughter. At about the same time, 
I brought up the subject of the rapidly increasing population and the possibility of a 
birth control policy with the Health Minister, Mme Li Dechuan [Li Teh-chuan]. Dur-
ing the interview, she briskly rehearsed the Marxist-Leninist line that there was no 
such thing as over-population and any argument to the contrary was an imperialist 
Malthusian plot. There was no problem, she insisted. Twelve months later, she was 
advocating birth control and launching a country-wide campaign that was urging 
smaller families on the people. I had to explain this change of attitude, and it was only 
slowly that I learned, through speeches and articles, that Chairman Mao, in an impor-
tant – though unpublished – speech, entitled, ‘On Contradictions’, had warned of the 
dangers of an uncontrolled birth-rate. Then a year later, as his disastrous campaign 
called ‘The Great Leap Forward’ got under way, he changed his mind again, saying, 
“With every stomach comes another pair of hands,” and, “Miracles can be wrought, 
as long as there are men.” People should be encouraged to have more children. Finally, 
pragmatists among the Communist leadership convinced the theoreticians that an un-
controlled increase in population would be ruinous to China’s economy, and indeed to 
its future. In 1980, the one-child-per-family policy was accepted.

A Day’s Work

I wrestled with the changes in Chinese policy, and wrote my features after consult-
ing, among others, experts in the various diplomatic missions. Their opinions were 
often as diverse and difficult to reconcile as was Chinese policy. As I contemplated the 
construction of my story, I like to think I got some inspiration, and an understanding 
of permanence and sanity, by looking out of my window at Hata Men (Noble of Re-
fined), one of the gates in the huge wall which separated the Tartar and Chinese cities. 
Alas, even that permanence was illusory; for within ten years, Hata Men and the walls 
were pulled down to make way for an important highway.

Although I was offered the chance of renting a house, I decided to remain in the 
Xinqiao [Hsin-chiao] hotel where I had a large room. There was space for two desks: 
one for me and one for my translator. It was perhaps laziness on my part, but it meant 
I did not have to bother with engaging servants. The hotel was centrally located and 
most convenient for the Foreign Ministry, the cable office and most of the embassies. It 
was still there years later, though now full of Japanese tourists and boasting a karaoke 
bar. Both were unthinkable in the mid-fifties.

A sense of isolation, more than anything else, hung over my time as a reporter in 
Peking. I was convinced that the importance of any story I wrote was under-valued 
by London with its ‘Head Office knows best’ attitude. In this, I was no different from 
any other foreign correspondent who has railed against what is regarded as the igno-
rance and bad judgment of news editors and subs. But in my case, the isolation was 
exacerbated. There was no press corps of western correspondents with whom to dis-
cuss events and trends. Journalists are rarely solitary people. Though they will often 
be secretive about special stories and reluctant to share sources, they are gregarious 
by nature and love gossip, particularly where it pertains to their trade. But equally I 
had no one with whom to share my frustrations and doubts. Without such a sounding 
board, I thus vented my feelings through angry letters and telegrams, including one of 
resignation. I was far too sensitive, and London realised this, and was very patient.

There were, of course, reporters from the Eastern bloc, but, with one exception, I didn’t 
see much of them. The exception was Bela Elias of the Hungarian news agency. He was a 
man of ready wit and strictly bourgeois inclinations. He was a considerable expert on the 
regime, was married to a Chinese, and was to do several tours in Peking. Politics apart, 
he and I shared a practical interest in discovering the best and strongest make of Maotai 
[Mao-tai]. This fiery liquid made from sorghum was much liked by old school journalists 
and old style Chinese. I found, on a visit fifty years later, that habits had changed with 
both groups; those who liked it were now considered peculiar, if not perverse.

There were also a number of communists who had thrown in their lot with the Chi-
nese and, in some cases, lost their nationality at the same time. They included a sad 
character called Alan Winnington, who represented the Daily Worker. He assumed 
superiority, and our mutual dislike was apparent to all. He was not even a very good 
journalist. The same was certainly not true of the Australian, Wilfred Burchett. He 
had been a distinguished war correspondent for the Daily Express, and was a supreme 
professional. But he was a convinced communist, covered the Korean War from the 
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Chinese side for Liberation and other left-wing journals, and later was one of those 
reporting the Vietnam War from Hanoi. He and Winnington were accused of trying to 
subvert British prisoners of war in Korea, a charge he always denied. When I asked him 
about this, he replied, “The nearest thing I ever did which could be considered a war 
crime was to read Reuters dispatches to British prisoners.” The group of those whom 
the British mission regarded as unpersons also included a couple who might have been 
created by a novelist. Israel Epstein, a Polish-American, had lived in China for most of 
his life. He was serious but with occasional wit. He was very small, and his wife, Elsie, 
was a large lady. They were an incongruous couple but clearly devoted. She was a Fair-
fax Cholmondeley from an ancient English county family. She wore tweeds at times, 
and there was something of the hunt about her: I always thought I could hear a horn 
when she entered a room. But she was as committed a communist as her husband, and 
a considerable linguist. Elsie showed that she had retained a good throwing arm (from 
cricket on the village green?) when she hurled a flower pot through a window at the 
British Embassy during a demonstration. Burchett was the only one I liked and, to be 
fair, they certainly had no regard for me. They were loyal and dedicated supporters of 
New China. Much good it did them. Like millions of others, they suffered persecution 
and degradation during the Cultural Revolution. Zhou Enlai later apologised for their 
suffering, which apparently had not dented their beliefs.

In particular, my isolation was fed by the absence of American reporters. There 
were so many of them sitting in Hong Kong and Tokyo, writing about China from a 
distance. The State Department warned them that they would lose their passports if 
they travelled to the Mainland, and, with two exceptions, none took advantage of a 
Chinese announcement that visas were available for at least eighteen correspondents. 
The two who ignored the State Department were Ed Stevens, a correspondent in Mos-
cow, and William Worthy, a CBS stringer. They were not best pleased when I reported 
their arrival because they had hoped their visit would be secret until they got back to 
Russia and filed their stories. The Americans still referred to China’s capital as Peiping 
and I suggested to Worthy that he should sign off with the words, “This is Bill Worthy 
in Peiping returning you to CBS in New Amsterdam.” For most Americans, such as 
the veteran Associated Press correspondent, John Roderick, it was to be a long wait. 
They did not get into China until 1971, when they covered the ping pong diplomacy – 
the visit of American table tennis players to Peking – which heralded the momentous 
meeting between President Nixon and Chairman Mao.

As with any assignment, much news was gleaned from the newspapers. I subscribed 
to the main Peking papers and a number of provincial publications. My translator, Mr 
Tsiang, soon learned the stories in which I was interested and gave me daily digests.

But in my isolation and sense of frustration, what kept me sane was the Overseas  
Service of the BBC. From it, I kept abreast of what was happening elsewhere in 
the world, and often heard them quoting me for stories I had filed. That made it all  
worthwhile.

Culture, Self-Indulgence and Fun

I loved living in Peking, and, as I have written elsewhere in this book, I was en-
tranced by the city. Foreigners have always found it a wonderful place in which 

to reside. They fitted in better there than anywhere else, and most of them did not 
take a superior attitude to the Chinese. Those working in the Treaty Ports such as 
Shanghai, Tianjin [Tientsin] and Canton were for the most part solely interested in 
making money. Some were policemen or officials, brought in to administer the foreign 
concessions, but most were box wallahs (a term borrowed from India to describe a 
businessman). They were of limited intelligence with absolutely no imagination and 
a good example of the petty bourgeoisie in exile. Most of them were not interested in 
the country where they worked, and tried to duplicate the way they might have lived 
in the dimmer suburbs of London or Berlin or San Francisco.

These exiles formed clubs – national, sporting or just social – but all with a lim-
ited membership. Typical of these was the very exclusive Shanghai Club. You had to 
be very senior, respectable or extremely well-connected to become a member. They 
drank a great deal and boasted they were standing at the longest bar in the world. 
Noel Coward, on an Asian journey, had temporary membership; though doubtless he 
was thought of as far too raffish by the more sedate members. He would have walked 
there from the nearby Cathay Mansions where he was staying and where he wrote 
perhaps his most successful play, Private Lives. He admired the bar and, it was re-
ported, squinting along it, said, “Now I understand what they mean by the curvature 
of the earth.” The club was built in the world-renowned Shanghai Bund, an exclusive 
quay by the river, the part of the city chosen by consulates and prestigious business 
houses for their offices. Its architecture was outstanding and then, as now, the Bund 
was a tourist attraction. By 1956, various government offices had taken over, but, to the 
great credit of the planners, the buildings were preserved by the Communists as an 
example of colonial architecture. As for the Club, the Communists ‘revised’ member-
ship qualifications and its entrance had a welcoming sign for all merchant seamen. In 
1956, the bar was crowded with Polish sailors whose proletarian capacity for strong 
drink was quite obviously equal to that of those capitalist businessmen who once gath-
ered there. Later still, in what was seen as an act of wanton desecration by those of us 
who yearned for the old days, the bar was cut in half and the premises became a fast 
food restaurant.

The expatriates also had their cricket, their polo and, above all, their race courses. 
The Chinese love of gambling meant that these last were popular with the masses, but 

VII.
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they didn’t get near the exclusive parts which made Royal Ascot seem almost egalitar-
ian. Even though notices proclaiming “Dogs and Chinese Not Admitted” were more 
the result of imaginative reporting than fact, that attitude prevailed. But even a DOB 
(distressed British subject), begging the price of a drink or a contribution towards his 
fare home, was at least white, and thus considered superior to a ‘chink’. The mission-
aries, including the many dedicated Americans, were really no different in their atti-
tudes. They may have been charitable in their intent and actions, but it came from an 
inner certainty of their own superiority. A convert may have been welcomed as (to use 
a favourite text) “a firebrand plucked out of the burning”, but he was still Chinese and 
therefore inferior.

Things had always been very different in Peking. The city has always attracted its 
fair share of eccentrics, dilettantes and adventurers. Marco Polo, and Jesuit mission-
aries who became valued advisers to the Emperor, fell under its spell. They, like other 
foreigners, behaved differently to those living in other parts of China. The difference 
was summed up in 1932 by the American journalist, Vincent Sheean, in one word: ci-
vility. He said such people really did establish a relationship with the country in which 
they were living. They had Chinese friends; were interested in Chinese art and lit-
erature; collected jade and porcelain. Many of them came to think of themselves as 
more Chinese than expatriate. Whereas those in the Shanghai Club preferred good, 
honest English food such as steak and kidney pie, Peking expatriates sought out rare 
and delicious Chinese dishes. What some of these foreign residents did in the 1930s, 
and what was the source of their money, remained a mystery. Were some of them ‘re-
mittance men’? Or funded by intelligence agencies? Whatever the answer, they were 
representatives of that sort of character who thought of trade as vulgar and the parade 
of religious beliefs as embarrassing. Many of them could well have been characters out 
of Joseph Conrad or Somerset Maugham.

In spite of seven years of Communist rule and the general uncertainty of the in-
ternational situation, many of those same characteristics were apparent among the 
non-Communist foreigners who lived there in 1956. I soon found that they followed 
the same pursuits, while the attitude of the Russians and other communist residents 
or tourists was very different. The latter appeared to have little interest in the country 
in which they were stationed or in sampling its food and, instead of porcelain or silks, 
they were searching the shops for modern household goods which were unobtainable 
in their home countries. On the other hand, we explored, we walked, and we collected 
such antiques as might still be exported. But above all, we, representatives of bour-
geois Western capitalism, researched the food and tested the gastronomic delights of 
the capital.

My waistline has never recovered from over two years of exploration and experi-
mentation. I never could get used to rice for breakfast; but, that apart, I only ate west-
ern food when I went out to dine at a diplomat’s home. Early in my stay, I did try a 
hotel’s version: never again. My regular haunt was called the Kang Le, but known to 
the few foreigners who had discovered it as The Three Tables. That was exactly what 

it was – a tiny, discreet place much favoured by officials working in the nearby Foreign 
Ministry. Once, when I entered, I saw that Marshal Chen Yi, the man who had taken 
over as Foreign Minister from Premier Zhou Enlai, was eating there. I sent a message 
to him asking whether it would be tactful for me to leave. He replied merely by saying 
he thought I had good taste in my choice of where to eat.

The restaurant was dominated by a huge seascape painted in the western style. 
When conversation flagged, it was the subject of much ribald discussion concerning the 
fevered imagination of the anonymous artist (European or Chinese?) who had painted 
the most unlikely scene. Waves whipped up by winds, apparently blowing simultane-
ously from every direction, battered some small craft. Who had painted it? Why? And, 
most important, where had it come from? I longed to know, but the three ladies who 
ran the restaurant wouldn’t let on. They were the wives of former landlords and, be-
fore 1949, had learned cooking as a hobby. They had obviously been taught by a master, 
for their menus were outstanding. They did wonderful things with bean curd, but two 
of their special dishes were called by us ‘crossing the bridge’ noodles and ‘bombs on 
Tokyo’. The former had wonderful sauces poured from one bowl into another. The lat-
ter was given its name during the war when American airmen observed that the sound 
of hot shrimps being poured on the crackly remnants of a rice cooking bowl sounded 
just like the noise of incendiary bombs firing down on the Japanese capital.

The ladies gave me a stupendous final meal before I left. The high spot was a dish of 
bean curd decorated with the symbols for yin and yang (the ancient signs for female 
and male). They hoped I would return with a bride. When I did return twenty years 
later, I was still a bachelor and too many others had found the Kang Le. It was in larger 
premises, and seemed to me to have lost some of its magic; but the food was as good 
as ever. Two of the ladies had survived the Cultural Revolution and were still there. 
They remembered me immediately, and their welcome was so very warm as we talked 
about old times.

The Kang Le was the place for routine meals, and I remember that I went there 
most days for a simple lunch. But there were scores of other restaurants throughout 
the city to sample accompanied by Chinese friends with great culinary knowledge. 
Often I took visitors from overseas or people I knew in the diplomatic corps. One such 
expedition was with a couple from the Egyptian embassy who were allowed to use the 
ambassador’s Rolls Royce, the only one in Peking. Chinese friends would occasionally 
guide me to inconspicuous places which a foreigner would never have found. Perhaps 
the locals wanted to keep the exquisite food to themselves. Acquaintances from South 
China had commiserated, saying I wouldn’t find a decent Cantonese place to eat in the 
capital. Those I tried seemed fine to my untutored palate, as did places serving often 
very hot local dishes from Hunan [Honan], or the superb Mongolian mutton. Any style 
of Chinese food was available, if you could find it; and I and my friends were often the 
only non-Chinese in some of these places. The only foreign tourists in those days were 
from the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe, and they preferred to eat in their hotels. 
They were as conservative in their culinary tastes as the average British tourist in 

Culture, Self-Indulgence and Fun
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Spain who preferred comforting fish and chips to local experimentation.
A letter I wrote to my Mother proclaimed Tuesday, May 22, 1956, as being a most 

important day in my life: “Today I had genuine Peking Duck for the first time. It is 
beyond description. I think I have never eaten anything so good. This is China’s proof 
of the highest civilisation attained by man. This knocks everything the French ever 
did into an old cocked hat.” It was obvious why the glazed skin of force-fed ducks, as 
prepared in a Peking kitchen, had for centuries been the exotic dish preferred by the 
noble and wealthy. I wrote that letter late in the evening when I was clearly in, to say 
the least, an exuberant mood. I had been to the famous Quan Ju De [Chuan Chu Te] 
(Accumulated Virtue) restaurant which had been founded two hundred years before, 
in the reign of the Emperor Qianlong. It has since become a modern tourist place with 
rapid turnover. Then it was unpretentious – filthy outside but spotless within. I had 
been taken there by a Chinese friend visiting from Shanghai, who brought along a 
Peking opera actor while someone I had met in Rangoon, a rather bibulous diplomat 
from the Burmese embassy, made up the party. It was the last who started us all sing-
ing British and American songs. The locals must have been bemused by the sounded 
of ‘Tipperary’ and ‘Working on the Railroad’ emanating from an ancient taxi, as we 
made our way home. I was so impressed with the whole experience that I wrote a fea-
ture about food in which I described Peking Duck as “one of the three great pleasures 
of life.” The humourless woman who edited my mailed copy took out the word ‘three’ 
saying that it was meaningless as I did not explain what the other two were!

If some of us were obsessed by food (and I have never recovered from those months 
of over-indulgence), many were also avid collectors. Brocades and silks were a great 
attraction and, as with much else of interest, could be found in a street called Liu Li 
Chang (Glazed Tile Factory). In old times, it was a thoroughfare through which it was 
said Manchu princes and senior officials would wander looking for precious books, 
prints and other curios. It still had much to offer, though prices could be steep and 
there was always the problem of obtaining an export licence, especially for porcelain. 
Liu Li Chang was the place to buy genuine scrolls, but one needed an expert adviser. 
As I was intent on starting a modest collection, I asked one of my Foreign Ministry 
contacts to suggest one. He came himself, and it was he who arranged for me to visit 
Qi Baishi [Ch’i Pai-shih], generally reckoned to be the greatest Chinese painter of the 
last fifty years. That was an unexpected bonus, for he was 94 and said to be in poor 
health. He received me and my interpreter in a small, bare room with just rudimentary 
furniture. This was the austere Chinese scholar of legend: and he looked the part. He 
was tiny, emaciated and frail with long straggling wispy white hair and I could not be 
sure that he knew what I was doing there. I asked questions, but could not be certain 
he understood what I was saying, and my interpreter often had difficulty in making 
out what he replied. The interview was not therefore productive but he did authen-
ticate the chop (seal) on a scroll I had brought with me. It was genuine he said (or at 
least I think he did, though his mumblings may just have been politeness). I was just 
in time. One evening, three weeks later, before I went to bed, I read on Xinhua that he 

was dead. The teleprinter of the Chinese News Agency stood in my bathroom. I was 
out early and bought two more of his scrolls before the news was out and the prices 
had soared.

Although I went to Liu Li Chang only infrequently and then to ‘window shop’, I 
haunted another much more centrally located place. This was the Dong An Shi Chang 
[Tung An Shih Chang] (Eastern Peace Market), found just off a street which was still 
known to a few very old people as ‘former Morrison street’. It was so named because 
Dr George Morrison once lived there. He was correspondent of The Times, which 
wrongly carried his obituary, thinking he had been killed in the Boxer Rising of 1900.

We knew it simply as the Covered Market and it was conveniently placed. It was a 
warren of lanes, where stalls and shops sold everything from clothes and household 
necessities to antiques. It was a great place to stroll and had several good restaurants, 
including a noted Mongolian one where one cooked mutton for oneself. There was also 
the Black Cat, the only western-style bar I could find in the city. It was in this mar-
ket that I started a small and less than distinguished collection of snuff bottles. Snuff 
was apparently introduced to China three centuries ago by French Jesuits. The most 
elaborate and beautiful bottles were designed for this luxury and had for long proved 
to be very ‘collectable’ for Europeans and Japanese. I also bought a modest amount of 
porcelain, most of it late nineteenth or early twentieth century copies of ancient (and 
thus priceless) objects.

But there was one shop I invariably visited whenever I could. That was a second-
hand bookshop which was crammed with English language volumes. It was a source 
of endless delight. Many of the books had presumably come from the homes of foreign 
residents who had fled in front of the Communist advance. It certainly gave me an 
indication of the reading habits of many of them. They enjoyed adventure yarns and 
there were scores of tales about clean-cut, middle-class ex-army officers whose antag-
onists were ‘Jewboys’, ‘dagoes’ or ‘niggers’. I found a Collected Works of Sapper, which 
enabled me to renew an acquaintance with Bulldog Drummond, whose adventures I 
had first enjoyed secretly when reading them by torchlight under the blankets at my 
boarding school twenty years before. Dornford Yates and John Buchan were other 
authors who seemed to me to have been very popular, judging by the number of their 
works on the shelves. The enormous choice included such unlikely gems as the great 
Australian, Warwick Armstrong’s, Art of Cricket, and R. C. Lehmann’s The Complete 
Oarsman. There were books on China from the collections of people whose names on 
bookplates I knew from their writings on Peking. Some of these volumes are on my 
shelves to this day. There was certainly no censorship on what was for sale. There were 
anti-communist books such as an American general’s treatise on Red China’s Fighting 
Hordes. One volume, which I lighted upon with surprise and delight, was an account of 
the 1930 International Botanical Conference in Cambridge. It was edited by my father, 
who was one of the joint secretaries and so I tried to find one of the six delegates who 
might have brought it back to China. I had no success, and really did not try very hard 
because I feared the ever-suspicious authorities might misinterpret my intentions.
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The bookshop provided much of my reading, but Hatchards of Piccadilly provided 
regular supplies. Of the books I ordered, one of these, From Russia With Love, prompt-
ed me to write to the author, Ian Fleming, bemoaning the fact that he had apparent-
ly killed off James Bond. Fleming had been a Reuters correspondent and he replied 
briskly saying, “How faithless my readers are! Surely they should assume that if James 
Bond must one day die it will not be as a result of a kick on the shin.” He ended, “Inci-
dentally, some of my happiest years were spent in Reuters and I only resigned when I 
was offered an appointment as Chief Representative in the Far East on a salary, with 
expenses, of £800 a year – barely enough to cover my opium consumption!”

Such letters were welcome, and, like listening to Test cricket on the radio, helped 
me counter the feeling of isolation; they made me feel not so far from the world I knew. 
Another correspondent was my old friend from Cambridge, the novelist, E. M. Forster. 
At the time of the Hungarian uprising, he wrote from King’s, “The college has taken in 
ten Hungarian students, who are teaching it that to be anti-Russian and liberal are not 
the same.” The mail, regular and uncensored, the newspapers and the radio, all made 
me feel less isolated; though often, too often, I sat alone in my room, desolate and full 
of self-doubt about my ability as a correspondent. In spring or autumn, I would find 
some secluded spot in the Forbidden City, or one of the ancient parks, to read, or just to 
think. The sky was blue and the sun shone. The terrible smog that was to be of concern 
to Olympic athletes fifty years later was a thing of the future, caused by factories and 
the huge increase in the number of cars.

Any temporary depression could easily be cured by a call from a friend to go for a 
walk, or a visit from one of the increasing number of correspondents who had man-
aged to get visas. I was happy to help with advice and information, and some, when 
they returned to Hong Kong, were said to have been ‘brainwashed by Chipp’. The bet-
ter ones, such as Rene McColl of the Daily Express and Dick Hughes of the Sunday 
Times, were great to work with, but too many were apt to regard an agency reporter 
as someone providing a service for which their employers paid. When they said they 
had a right to look at a file and read what I had sent on some story, arguing that their 
proprietor had already paid for it, I would reply firmly, particularly if I did not like 
them, that delivery was in London and not Peking. Businessmen, who had been given 
an introduction, and visiting academics often sought me out, as did several American 
servicemen who had defected to China after being captured during the Korean War. 
There was one British marine, Andy Condon, among them. Surprisingly, I found him 
quite a sympathetic character, if mentally confused. He had co-authored a book called 
Thinking Soldiers, and appeared to me to be increasingly homesick; indeed, not many 
years later, he returned to Scotland.

But there was never any need to be bored, for there was so much to investigate. 
Quite early on, I had bought what I have often described as the best guidebook ever 
written. That was palpably not the absolute truth, but In Search Of Old Peking written 
in the 1930s was a splendid companion for my exploration of the many ancient build-
ings and exotic locations in and around the capital. The developers and planners were 

already at work in 1956. The huge walls and gates, which encircled the Chinese and 
tartar cities, were beginning to be demolished to make way for a much-needed ring 
road. There was considerable opposition from those who wanted to preserve these 
300-year-old structures which were so much a part of Peking. But the fact was that 
the walls, 60 ft thick in places and constructed of beaten mud with brick facings, were 
precarious and in many spots dangerous. This I found out when, on one of my rambles, 
I tried to climb them and walk round as far as was possible. I was formally cautioned 
after being escorted down by policemen and told that the air raid shelters, which had 
been built by the Japanese in parts of them, made them totally unsafe.

But it was possible to walk along parts of the Great Wall, whose nearest point was 
within easy driving distance. This was a favourite spot for weekend excursions, as 
were the Ming Tombs with the impressive approach though an escort of stone beasts. 
The Western Hills, a drive of some 20 miles, was wonderful place for picnics. One 
was away from the noise of the city and to walk in the hills was an attraction even in 
the scorching summer heat or the extreme dry cold of winter. When the Gobi Desert 
winds were blowing dust and sand that could make going outdoors in the city almost 
intolerable, it was a relief to find some shelter in the hills. There were places where the 
wind did not blow, and even where it did, the blowing sand did not seem as oppressive 
as it did in the city itself. The Western Hills provided me with yet another place for 
frequent walks, visits to temples or just to sit and read or think.

There were visits to the Peking opera, including for the lucky performances by the 
legendary Mei Lanfang [Mei Lang-fang]. One needed influence to get a ticket for his 
rare performance, or money to buy one on the black market. Even the uninitiated could 
just about begin to understand his artistry, when we saw him, with one tiny gesture of 
his little finger, bring the audience to its feet in unrestrained applause. Other evenings 
might be spent at exhibitions by minority dancers or foreign troupes. There were end-
less diplomatic and cultural receptions, where we chatted to the same people and tried 
to find out exactly what was going on.

To the envy of other embassies, the British, even though they did not have full 
diplomatic status, still inhabited the old embassy buildings, not far from Tian’an Men 
Square. The diplomats, secretaries, support staff and their families lived in this walled 
compound which also boasted a little chapel, tennis court and, most important, a theatre. 
Here they drew audiences to see plays, reviews and other entertainments which they 
devised. I took part in one of these revues, called 'Compound Interest', which turned 
out to be very popular and was attended by a number of Chinese who were connected 
in some way with the mission. One of these was a noted actor who also took a few 
language students. He was Ying Ruocheng, who was to suffer during the horrors of 
the Cultural Revolution, and then became a vice-minister of culture. He played the 
part of Pu Yi’s prison governor in the film, ‘The Last Emperor’. He came to London 
for a gala performance and greeted me warmly. He told a group of my friends, “Chipp 
is an excellent actor. He knows how to project his voice, and was clearly well taught 
at Cambridge. His drag act on stage in Peking was among the funniest things I have 
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seen at the theatre.” An exaggeration; but at least my performance, as a Women’s In-
stitute matron sent by the British Council to lecture the Chinese on the art of making 
porcelain, went down well. Perhaps it sums up my leisure time in those thirty months: 
culture, self-indulgence, and fun. 

Cranks, Charlatans and Useful Idiots

O ur lives in Peking were, from time to time, enlivened by a few characters who 
stood out from the endless stream of visitors. Journalists apart, the majority of 

these were official, invited by the government through a number of ‘friendship’ com-
mittees. As China’s diplomatic engagement spread, so did these increase. In 1956, 
there were just six such committees, apart from those with the European Communist 
countries.

Perhaps it was the time and place, but it seemed to me that visitors one could de-
scribe as ‘normal’ were in a decided minority. Most fell into one of four categories 
– professed communists, Stalin’s ‘useful idiots’, the eccentric or mildly dotty, and the 
suspect. Looking back over the years, I wonder if, welcome as some of my colleagues 
were, I was critical of anyone invading what I liked to think of as my territory.

The Communists were the most straight-forward of the lot. They may have seemed 
to me (intolerantly middle-class English as I was) a rather unpleasantly mediocre lot. 
I remember describing them as “crippled in both body and mind”, for a disproportion-
ate number seemed to be disabled. At the Eighth Congress of the Chinese Communist 
Party in 1956, the British delegation was led by Willie Gallacher. The 84-year-old for-
mer Member of Parliament was a rather sad figure; but at least he had achieved things 
in his life, while the others in his group presented an unimpressive picture of has-
beens and never-will-bes. By their attitude, they did not think much of me either.

The outstanding figure among the foreign delegates was, without doubt, the Span-
ish revolutionary and Communist leader, La Pasionara (Dolores Ibarruri Gomez). She 
was then over sixty. Perhaps I was biased in my admiration. Of all those visitors, she 
impressed me the most, for she embraced me (actually) and conquered me with her 
charm and personality. I could see why Hemingway was fascinated by her during the 
Spanish Civil War. She seemed happy to talk and I wondered if, though she was a dedi-
cated Communist, the life in Moscow was not to her liking after sunny Spain. I asked 
if she would like to go home and she said, “Of course. But not until he is dead.” Her 
enemy, the dictator, General Franco, was to live another twenty years; but then she did 
go back to Spain where she lived until she died, aged 94.

Most of the ‘foreign friends’ who came to China during the 1950s had their visits 
organised by the ‘Chinese People’s Association for Cultural Relations with Foreign 
Countries’, an umbrella organisation for a number of national friendship associations. 
The naivety of these friends was, for the most part, equalled only by their ideological 
blindness. China had always attracted missionaries, and their expulsion, following the 
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Communists’ victory, fed the hostility of many Americans to the new regime. ‘The 
National Committee of Protestant Churches for Self-Administration’ organised and 
paid for visits by clerics from Europe and Australasia. An early one was Dr Hewlett 
Johnson, the Dean of Canterbury. It took little to reinforce the pre-conceived views 
of this publicity-seeking polemicist. When I visited a Buddhist temple one day, the 
prior asked me from which country I came. I told him England and he said, “A very 
holy monk from London visited us the other day.” I was clearly a letdown after the 
unctuous Red Dean, who had obviously impressed them greatly. Like George Bernard 
Shaw, and many other well intentioned intellectuals, he rated high in the ‘useful fool’ 
category.

Typical of these clerical tourists was a middle-aged New Zealander – an archdea-
con I think. I encountered him on a train between Canton and the Hong Kong border. 
He was returning home at the end of an all-paid trip of several weeks. He was in a high 
state of self-induced righteous achievement and droned on and on to his companions 
about how wonderful China was, and that there was absolute freedom of religion. I 
listened from an adjoining seat with mounting indignation. Finally, I could stand it no 
longer, and I addressed him with a phrase I must have been saving up to use all my life. 
I said, “Sir. You are a disgrace to your cloth.” It was not original and I am not sure of its 
provenance. It certainly shut him up, and caused an English-speaking Overseas Chi-
nese, who happened to be sitting next to me, to burst into uncontrolled laughter. The 
clergyman, I learned later, had a great success pontificating on the lecture circuit and 
was considered to be an expert. In those days, there were few people visiting China 
and the majority made the most of it.

But of all the religious groups who came to China in my time, the most prestigious 
was one from Australia, led by the Anglican Primate, Archbishop Mawle of Sydney. 
Mawle had been a missionary in the 1920s and his group was treated as especially 
important, meeting all the top leaders and travelling to parts in the west of the coun-
try which were usually inaccessible to foreigners. They were circumspect about their 
public utterances; but spoke, with some justification, of the progress made in the seven 
years since the Communists came to power. But what interested me most about this 
group was the journalist who accompanied them.

Francis James was a larger than life figure in his mid-forties. He was representing 
The Anglican, a Sydney newspaper of which he was also publisher. Immediately after 
his arrival, he contacted me and told me all about himself. It was not long before I was 
pretty sure that he embroidered his career. He claimed that he had travelled to Eng-
land after the start of World War II, had been shot down as a Spitfire pilot and was a 
prisoner of war. That was probably true; but from internal evidence, I was sure it was 
not correct when he said he had been an undergraduate at Balliol, Oxford. He hinted 
strongly that he was something more than a journalist. I ignored this, as I had done 
with other foreign correspondents who had suggested such a thing. I was definitely 
not going to get involved with anything or anyone connected with intelligence.

I saw him frequently, for he was a lively companion, full of reminiscences and evalu-

ations of those he had met. I remember his prediction (rightly as it turned out) that one 
of his fellow-pupils at Canberra Grammar School, called Gough Whitlam, would one 
day be Prime Minister of Australia. But there was something about him I did not like. 
This feeling hardened when he ‘borrowed’, and never returned, some of my photos. In 
the summer of 1956, before his visit, I had been taken on a trip with other journalists 
to see the oil wells at Yumen and had then travelled on to Urumchi, capital of Xinji-
ang [Sinkiang], in the Northwest of the country. I showed photos I had taken there to 
James just before he left. When he gave them back to me, I stupidly did not check the 
bundle to see if all were there. Later, when I looked, I found some were missing. These 
were, I was to discover, among those he used to illustrate lectures he gave ten years 
later in London and New York. He claimed to have visited the Northwest region in 
March and April 1969 and to have been given unprecedented access to China’s nuclear 
construction sites. He was thus much sought after.

His story attracted great interest around the world, and he cashed in on articles and 
lectures. The reaction in Beijing was somewhat different. The Chinese government 
denounced the stories as ‘pure fabrication’. They were right. Verifiable dates when he 
was known to have been in places such as Kabul showed that he could not have been 
in China when he claimed. He had visited the area with the Mawle delegation in 1956 
and he thus had the requisite geographical background. He added the rest from back-
ground published in magazines or intelligence documents. The whole was supported 
by what James claimed were his own photos – actually from magazines and mine!

At this distance it is extraordinary that he was so widely believed by editors and 
China experts. A few, including the British Foreign Office, had strong doubts, which 
were to be reinforced by his next adventure a few months later. The Chinese were on 
the lookout for him. Unsurprisingly, when James entered the country illegally, in No-
vember 1969, he was arrested and was not released for three years. It took the efforts 
of his old friend, Whitlam, by then Australian Prime Minister, and various human 
rights organisations, finally to get him freed. The Chinese eventually apologised for 
arresting him; but you really can’t blame them. According to one Australian visitor, 
before his arrest he was behaving like a farcical spy in the streets of Canton. Wearing 
his trademark cloak and large felt hat, he put on a thick accent and pretended one day 
to be a Russian. The next day he changed this accent and was a Frenchman.

He was undoubtedly an eccentric and almost certainly a fraud. He had an eye for 
the main chance. Early in his stay, I took him to the photo shop I used where the 
proprietor, Mr Sun, had not shaken off his capitalist leanings and, I was certain, had 
various other businesses on the side. I called on James just as he was getting ready to 
leave for the airport on his way home. He had bought several large suitcases which he 
told me were full of expensive furs, including a sable coat. I asked him if they had cost 
a great deal and he told me ‘nothing’. He had exchanged them for the cameras and 
equipment he had brought with him. “It’s a present to me from The Anglican; after all, 
they don’t pay me much.”

He could be very good company for a meal or drink, even though he was a fantasist 
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with a lively imagination. I welcomed his company, as I did another outwardly prepos-
terous figure who had the gift of the true raconteur: embroidering the undoubted truth 
with colourful stories of his own involvement in events. But Maurice ‘Two Gun’ Cohen 
had an exciting and remarkable enough life, and had no need of the exaggerations of 
old age over a glass or two. He had been bodyguard to Sun Yat-sen [in Pinyin, ‘Sun Yix-
ian’], the visionary, but practical leader who led the Chinese into modern times and 
away from the effete and weak imperial regime of the Manchu dynasty. Cohen earned 
his nickname by swaggering around with two revolvers on his belt.

As bodyguard, general assistant, entrepreneur and later soldier in those early days 
of the Republic, he got to know many influential people including the Song [Soong] sis-
ters. When he first knew them, Song Qingling [Soong Ch’ing-ling] was the wife of Sun 
Yat-Sen and Song Meiling [Soong Mei-ling] had married an ambitious general called 
Jiang Jieshi. By 1956, Song Meiling was in Formosa (Taiwan), along with her husband 
and the remnants of the defeated Nationalist army, while Song Qingling was given a 
prominent role by Mao as a ‘non-Party’ figure. Sun Yat-sen had been dead for thirty 
years, but his widow was an important person and symbol in Peking. Although never 
a Communist, Mme Sun was an actor in the propaganda weapon of a policy that could 
be described as Mao’s ‘big tent’. She had always been more sympathetic to the Com-
munist Party and had been appalled by the massacre of Communists by the Nation-
alists. She was certainly more at home in Peking than she would have been with her 
sister and brother-in-law in Taibei [Taipei]. Cohen was one of the very few people who 
could still be welcomed in both capitals. Perhaps the sisters both remembered an old 
Chinese saying, “A true friend may travel to the ends of the earth, but in your heart he 
is still next door.”

One of the books I had brought with me to China was the American journalist Vin-
cent Sheean’s 1935 autobiography, Personal History. It was recommended to me as be-
ing “as good an understanding of China as you will read.” He described Mme Sun as 
having “a dignity so natural and certain that it deserved the name of stateliness. The 
same quality can occasionally be observed in royal princes or princesses … but with 
them it is a clear result of lifelong training. Mme Sun’s stateliness was of a different, a 
more intrinsic quality; it came from the inside out instead of being put on like a har-
ness.” I met her on a number of occasions, and I always thought how apt that assess-
ment was. She was charming, but in that condescending way of an aristocratic lady 
who is hiding basic shyness behind a carapace of assumed superiority.

In spite of the years they had been apart, and the class difference, she was clearly 
at ease with Cohen when I saw them together. He was a Jew from the East End of 
London, and, though almost seventy when I knew him, he couldn’t possibly have been 
mistaken for anything else. He was squat and tough-looking still. Even though years 
in Canada and Asia had given his accent accretions, there was still the unmistakeable 
trace of the cockney. He wasn’t the sort of person with whom one would choose to 
fight, and it was only after a few drinks that I had the temerity to ask if it was true that 
he had, in fact, been a pickpocket as a boy. He laughed and didn’t deny it. It was cer-

tainly an early brush with the law that changed his life. He may well have been born 
in Poland but his parents brought him to London as an infant. In 1888, they were living 
in Whitechapel, close to the streets where Jack the Ripper found his victims that year. 
When he was old enough, Cohen, too, roamed those very streets, and at only thirteen 
was arrested and charged as a pickpocket. He was sent to an industrial school which 
had been set up by one of the Rothschilds to educate poor Jewish youths. When he was 
eighteen, he was shipped to Canada to work on a farm in Saskatchewan.

All this I knew from what I had read, but I wanted to learn more and to find out how 
he had finally arrived in China. I thus sought him out frequently. During his stay, we 
met frequently in a bar at the Peking Hotel. They were long and boozy sessions. It suit-
ed him to get away from his fellow delegates, and we managed, when possible, to get a 
table in a corner. I wanted to learn as much as possible from this reminder of China in 
the old days. He told me how at school and in East End bars he had worked on his tal-
ent for cards. This he improved in Western Canada and also learned how to shoot.

His obvious natural manual dexterity would have helped him not just picking pock-
ets but also cheating at cards. He made a living of sorts as a gambler and working in 
fairgrounds. I asked if it was all legal and he just smiled. Among his friends at the card 
table were Chinese who had come to work on the construction of the Canadian Pacific 
Railway. He gained their gratitude by helping a restaurant owner to overcome, and 
chuck into the street, a white robber. It was clear where his loyalties lay, and so close 
to them did he become, that he joined an anti-Manchu society. “I am still a member,” 
he told me.

During World War I, he returned to Europe with the Canadian Railway Unit, where 
he supervised labourers, in Chinese. He saw heavy fighting and said that, when he re-
turned to Canada, he became restless. In 1922, his Chinese friends suggested he go to 
China and help Sun with a railway deal, and from the start he was welcomed. He asked 
Sun if he needed a bodyguard and until the latter’s death, three years later, he was one 
of the main guards accompanying the Chinese leader. After Sun’s death, he helped 
train the nationalist army, and was given the honorary rank of lieutenant general, at 
the same time doing well for himself with business deals. The Japanese interned him 
in Hong Kong during World War II.

I found it hard to understand what he had been doing those last few years. Drink 
and age (he was seventy, and his hard life often showed), allied to his natural propen-
sity to boast, made his stories obscure and often contradictory. But, goodness me, he 
was great fun. He ended up back in England, where he died in 1970.

China was keen to invite prominent people to visit, and various organisations com-
peted to include well-known personalities. Graham Greene was a member of a British 
delegation, and we reminisced about our experiences in Indochina a few years earlier, 
when we were both members of the press corps. He was mildly amused when I told 
him that I boasted (without much evidence) that I was perhaps one of the models for 
the English journalist, Fowler, in The Quiet American.

But the star of the delegation was a delightfully dotty lady called Beryl de Zoote. 
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She was nearing eighty, had been a ballet dancer and was a considerable expert on 
Asian, particularly Balinese, dance. She was a member of the mission because the Chi-
nese had originally invited Arthur Waley, whose translations of Chinese poetry were 
highly regarded. Although he understood the language perfectly, and had consider-
able knowledge of the country, he had never been there, and was not going to change 
things now. So apparently when asked, he replied, “Take Beryl in my place. She will 
enjoy it.” Beryl had been his mistress for the past forty years! And Beryl certainly did 
enjoy it. She had ill-fitting false teeth which worried us, lest they fall out whenever 
she spoke fast and excitedly – which was most of the time. She also was rather con-
fused about who exactly was in charge and was inclined to ask after ‘the dear General’ 
(meaning Jiang Jieshi).

There was one visitor, above all, who brought light and laughter into our lives. John 
Le Carre summed him up perfectly in the Foreword to The Honourable Schoolboy. He 
paid tribute to “the great Dick Hughes whose outward characteristics and manner-
isms I have shamelessly exaggerated for the part of old Craw. Some people, once met, 
simply elbow their way into a novel and sit there until the writer finds them a place. 
Dick is one. I am only sorry that I could not obey his urgent exhortation to libel him 
to the hilt. My cruellest efforts could not prevail against the affectionate nature of the 
original.”

Twenty years before that was written, Richard Hughes came on the first of sev-
eral visits to Peking. He was representing the Sunday Times and the Far Eastern  
Economic Review. (When his byline appeared in the former, his namesake, author of 
High Wind in Jamaica, was not pleased, worrying that he might be thought of as a 
journalist. Dick’s reply was short and to the point. That’s how he was christened and 
he had used the name for fifty years and was not going to change it now.)

He was a tough middle-aged Australian who, on leaving school, became an appren-
tice shunter with the Victorian Railways. He gained the notice of his superiors through 
his skill as an amateur boxer, and by witty contributions to the staff magazine. That 
was his start in journalism. He progressed swiftly, being sent, in 1939, on an assignment 
to Tokyo, where he was one of the few who correctly predicted that Japan’s prepara-
tions meant war in the Pacific was inevitable, and that Australia would be threatened. 
He was a reporter with the Australian forces in North Africa and later had been one of 
the original correspondents stationed in Japan during the Occupation.

He was proud of his Irish-Australian Roman Catholic upbringing when he said the 
priests used to encourage the boys to beat up the ‘proddies’ after school – “but take 
your caps off first.” He was apt to address everyone, including on one occasion Pre-
mier Zhou Enlai, as ‘Your Grace’ or ‘Monsignor’. On the surface, he was hilarious, but 
he was in fact very serious and an excellent journalist, with a fund of knowledge and 
enviable sources. 

One of his great successes was in 1956, when he convinced Foreign Minister Molo-
tov that it would be in Russia’s best interest to produce Burgess and Maclean. He got 
the first interview with the British traitors in Moscow, revealing their whereabouts, 

which had been assumed but never confirmed. Among others to be delighted by this 
scoop was Ian Fleming, then Foreign Editor of the Sunday Times. Dick was to intro-
duce Japan to Fleming and the latter portrayed him as Dicko Henderson in his last 
novel, You Only Live Twice.

From his base in Hong Kong, Dick wrote witty and perceptive reports which infu-
riated the Chinese authorities. During the Cultural Revolution, Mme Mao – ‘that old 
shrew’ – was a particular target. On the other hand, when he came to the Mainland, 
he charmed most of them with his exuberant bonhomie. He was a voracious eater and 
drinker and we tried many of Peking’s restaurants together. In places where foreign-
ers rarely went, he attracted more than usual attention. The Chinese do stare at for-
eigners, and they certainly had a lot to wonder at in Dick, with his bulk, his monocle 
and his cigar. He fought death to the last and until, as one of his friends wrote, at al-
most 80, his enormous body finally succumbed to the abuse he had given it over many 
decades. When he was dying, I sat by him for several hours in hospital in Hong Kong as 
he slept. After a bit, he opened his eyes and said, “David Chipp. Well fuck me!” before 
going back to sleep again. Those were his last words to me. At the very hour he died, a 
couple of days later, I was in fact sitting, thinking of him, in what was then, to me, the 
most tranquil place in the world. It was the tiny Protestant cemetery where the Portu-
guese had allowed ‘heretics’ to be given a Christian burial. I can just hear Dick saying, 
“Typical. You proddy dog.”

If only every visitor had been as much fun as Dick Hughes, or as intriguing as Two-
Gun Cohen.
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I met Chuck Chong [Chung] in a bar in the centre of Peking, in the mid 1950s, and he 
has remained my friend ever since.

In 1935, as a six-year-old, he was taken to visit one of his father’s oldest friends. This 
man, a professor at the University of Shandong [Shantung], was entertaining a Peking 
opera actress, named Yu Shan, with whom, the little boy was told, he ‘played house’.

A fellow actress, called Lan Ping (Blue Apple), wearing a revealing gown and smell-
ing of a strong scent, talked to Chuck, asked him if he was a good boy and gave him 
some chocolate (incidentally, the first he had ever eaten). More than thirty years later, 
he occasionally and bitterly thought of this kindness which is probably the only re-
corded generous act she ever performed. By that time, he was in prison and she was 
one of those mainly responsible for the horrors of the Cultural Revolution and the suf-
ferings endured by Chuck and many thousands of others.

✴

A few years after Chuck met her, Lan Ping changed her name to Jiang Qing (Limpid 
Stream) and became the fourth wife of Chairman Mao Zedong. The sexually vora-
cious Great Leader soon tired of her in bed and looked elsewhere throughout his life 
for young girls. But unlike his other wives, she survived. Her influence over Mao re-
mained; and indeed grew over the years. She was ambitious, unscrupulous and vi-
cious, being loathed by many amongst the top leaders. She was idolised by the Red 
Guards, the organisation of young people who created so much suffering during the 
Cultural Revolution. But the hatred felt for Mme Mao by those who suffered under 
her policy directions was intense. She had the ear of the Great Leader, even if she no 
longer shared his bed; so they had no recourse, and dared say nothing. But, eventu-
ally, retribution was swift: just one month after Mao’s death, in 1976, she was arrested 
together with those who had become known as The Gang of Four. They were con-
demned to prison and, in 1991, it was announced that she had ‘committed suicide’. She 
was seventy-seven.

Her enemies – and, with great reason, they were legion – once she was safely locked 
up, doubtless embroidered the facts of her early life. She was certainly born in 1914 
in the same district of Shandong Province as Kang Sheng, the shadowy figure who, 
for decades, controlled the Party’s intelligence services, and thus the fate of many. 
Whether she had been adopted by his family; whether she had been his mistress for a 
time; or whether he had intrigued to get her into Mao’s bed, is uncertain. That is the 
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stuff of gossip: but it is certain that she scattered her favours around widespread in the 
vibrant Shanghai of the early 1930s.

She had been trained in Peking opera, but, in the 1920s, found being a film actress 
more profitable. She appeared in a number of B movies and, according to the few who 
claim to have seen them, was conspicuously lacking in talent in what were anyway 
tawdry and cheap productions of very little merit. Again, the worth of the films, and 
the artistic ability of Lan Ping, cannot be judged. With reason, Mao ordered all copies 
to be destroyed.

Lan Ping made her way to Yan’an, the remote headquarters of the Communist Party 
and there she made many enemies among men and women alike. She showed a mean 
streak and carried out relentless and unforgiving vendettas against those who crossed 
her. But she carefully attended the Chairman’s frequent and lengthy lectures, caught 
his eye, and became his latest lover. They eventually married, and she changed her 
name along the way. It was not difficult for both parties to dispose of their current 
partners. In revolutionary Yan’an, where outwardly puritan mores concealed a riotous 
and accepted sexual lifestyle, this liaison caused criticisms from those who saw not 
only the Party’s moral stance being impaired, but also their own intimacy with Mao 
being threatened. The mutual hatreds were to last for more than thirty years.

She never forgot and never forgave those critics and got her own back during the 
Cultural Revolution in the 1960s. Her much publicised ‘thoughts’ and instructions 
were held in almost as much reverence as those of her husband. She instructed the 
Red Guards to “set up attack against all monsters and demons (cow, ghost, snake and 
devil)” in other words anyone or anything which she – and the increasingly paranoid 
Chairman – disliked. The ‘Four Olds’ – customs, habits, culture, and thinking – were 
to be swept away. That included any reminders of the past such as books, paintings, 
porcelain and entertainments. The Shanghai newspaper, Wen Hui Bao [Wen Hui Pao], 
said she was “by far the most correct, the bravest, the firmest, the most honest and 
fervent Communist fighter in battling the enemy.”

✴

One of Jiang Qing’s victims was Chuck. Another was Wu Ningkun [Wu Ning-kun], a 
university lecturer who returned from California, early in 1953, full of hope and en-
thusiasm for the New China. He taught English, but he had tasted intellectual and po-
litical freedom and he never hid his opinions. He was strongly criticised for his bour-
geois attitude during the first Campaign Against Intellectuals. But this was gentle, 
compared with what was to happen later. When Mao, in 1956, encouraged people to 
criticise and to suggest improvements under the slogan ‘Let 100 Flowers bloom and 
100 Schools of Thought Contend’, Wu did so. Then the policy changed, as Mao rea-
lised that such freedoms were potentially very dangerous. Like thousand of others, 
Wu was heavily criticised by colleagues and compliant students. In noisy meetings, he 
was ‘struggled against’ and accused of being a rightist.

This was comparatively mild and might have been thought of, by naive Western 
observers like myself, as an example of students probably just having a bit of fun at 

How to Antagonise Authority

the expense of their seniors. But some ten years later, he was an obvious target for  
Cultural Revolution activists. He was attacked both physically and mentally, often by 
the very students he had supported throughout their academic careers. Early perse-
cution was nothing compared with the horrors this loyal Chinese now went through. 
That his students acted thus was no surprise; for this was a time when children ac-
cused parents and people denounced their neighbours.

Professor Wu survived and resumed teaching when things returned to normal and 
was careful, but remained critical of much that was wrong in China. In 1989, the thou-
sands of young people and workers demonstrating against the government included 
some of his students. Apart from anything else, their actions seriously embarrassed 
China in its relations with the Soviet Union, by disrupting an official visit by Gor-
bachev. Like many others, Wu knew that no government in the world – certainly not 
the Americans – would tolerate this in their own capitals. Retribution was certain, and 
Wu reasoned that because of his history of dissent, he would almost certainly be ac-
cused of complicity. So he arranged for himself to be admitted to hospital – out of sight 
and out of mind. He was very wise, as the events of May proved, when thousands were 
massacred in Tian’an Men Square.* 

Naively, in 1956, (and I was certainly not alone in this,) I thought that perhaps, now 
that the revolution was more secure, it was going to move into a period of freedom of 
thought and expression. I believed that Mao’s latest campaign, the ‘100 Flowers’ was 
genuine. At the start, a number of Chinese intellectuals thought the same, to their 
eventual cost. But many were more careful, and sensibly did not accept the invitation 
to criticise government and the role of the Party at all levels and make suggestions for 
improvements. It is a pity that most of them forgot that apparatchiks and politicians 
the world over, whether in a dictatorship or a democracy, resent criticisms from the 
people they claim to serve.

✴

My friend, Chuck, whose cynical approach to authority often alarmed me, had no 
doubts. “It’s a trick,” he told me, over a beer in what was the only remaining Western-
style bar in Peking. The Black Cat was in the Covered Market, just off the main shop-
ping street in the centre of the city. The market was a busy, lively place, with a couple of 
excellent restaurants and many small stalls. The bar itself was gloomy, dark and quiet. 
It attracted a few visiting foreigners and the occasional East European expert. The 
barman was a White Russian, one of the few still remaining from that group which had 
fled the Communists thirty years earlier. Those who did remain had mostly married 

*In 2006, the London Mayor, Ken Livingston, compared this to the Peterloo Massacre in 1819, when 
eleven protestors were shot down by the English yeomanry. Livingston clearly holds to the earlier view 
that ‘One Englishman is worth a hundred Chinamen’. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, 
Reuters correspondents were told to concentrate on stories about expatriates and not natives. This led to 
the legendary (and doubtless fictional) cable: “Twelve Europeans were slightly hurt and over a thousand 
Chinese killed when an earthquake struck a region north of Shanghai”.
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Chinese. They frequented the rather sad Russian Club, in the old Legation Quarter, 
where they drank, ate and talked about a Russia very few of them had ever known.

Only a small number of Chinese drank at the Black Cat. Among them was a jovial 
and unreconstructed capitalist, called Mr Li. He ran a photo shop in the centre of the 
city and processed all my films. I was sure he used the bar for a number of profitable 
deals. He was still around when I left, in 1958, but I have never been able to find out 
what happened to him. The shop is no longer there, and I cannot believe he survived 
the horrors of later years. He was too obvious a target.

I had found the bar when I ventured into the market to look for books and small 
pieces of antique but affordable porcelain. I realised that The Black Cat was a useful 
place to get away and relax. Chuck was a languid figure, tall for a Chinese and dressed 
casually. In that alone he stood out, for the vast majority wore the blue tunics and 
trousers which gave the mass of Chinese citizens the appearance of uniformity. The 
Western influences of his early years were plan to see, and his English showed traces of 
American influence both in accent and the choice of words. We sat next to one another 
at the bar on one of my early visits and he struck up a conversation, saying he wanted to 
practise his English. He asked my nationality, and said I was the first British person he 
had met. It was obvious that I was not one of the many Russians or East European ex-
perts in the city. They seldom ventured out of their hotels or embassy compounds. He 
told me that he had worked for the American navy in the years following World War 
II. He liked, whenever possible, to practise his English, which was actually very good. 
His attitude was as off-hand as his dress, and indeed I never saw him in one of those 
blue outfits. He was in fact casual in almost every way, criticising the government and 
speaking with contempt of the neighbours who ran the local street committee. They 
watched what everyone did and reported any comments about the government. He 
referred to them as the ‘small feet detectives’. Quite openly, he praised the Americans 
and said how many friends he had made among them. Life was much better in earlier 
times, he would say, without worrying about who was listening.

He was a teacher. I wondered just how much of this outspoken outlook he displayed 
in the classroom. His father, a doctor, had been one of the first medical students to be 
sent to the United States to study, and was to end as a vice-chancellor of Shandong 
University. This family background, as well as his connection with the American navy, 
was always held against him by Communist officials. After graduating, he had taught 
in Shandong before being permitted to move to Peking.

His outwardly critical attitude to authority made me have the unworthy suspicion 
that he had been planted by the police to find out my views and learn about my ac-
tivities. (That’s what living in a communist society does to one. Even friendship is 
not straight forward.) These doubts increased when, one evening, he turned up on 
a motorcycle. As a member of a motorcycle club which took part in races, he said he 
had been able to acquire some petrol to ride it around. Such explanations would pass 
without comment in most places: but not in 1950s Peking, where the life of everyone 
was controlled and uniform. I thus became even more careful in my remarks to him 
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and kept our conversations to generalities. I did not try to find out anything that the 
authorities might have thought suspicious, and I was restrained in my comments. I 
lent him second-hand books which I had bought, including My Life and Loves by Frank 
Harris, one of many gems I had discovered in the second-hand bookshop which I vis-
ited weekly. I wonder what the police, who almost certainly searched my room at reg-
ular intervals, made of it. If they bugged our conversation, they would have heard me 
echoing Edith Sitwell’s summing up of the banned lesbian novel, The Well of Loneliness 
– “My dear, it is so boring and so badly written that there is a grave danger it will put 
girls off that sort of thing.”

How wrong and unworthy were my suspicions about Chuck. I was to find out, some 
twenty years later, that he was totally genuine. His views were not confined to the bar, 
but loudly declaimed in his street. He made friends with me simply because he enjoyed 
talking to a foreigner.

Chuck’s warnings not to believe the call for open criticism and a new approach to 
the arts and sciences were borne out, in the middle of 1957, when the clamp-down 
began. The papers had been full of comments and extracts from a very popular short 
story called, A New Young Man Arrives at the Organisation Department. It exposed the 
inefficiency of bureaucracy and the ignorance of many Communist officials. It was a 
plea through fiction, by its author, Wang Meng, for the Communist Party to encourage 
young people. One passage quoted in a newspaper read, “we party workers have cre-
ated a new life but this new life is incapable of arousing us.” It seemed very boring to 
me, but was widely read, discussed and generally considered to be a typical example of 
the new freedom of expression.

At this time, the papers carried many letters criticising, often in flowery language, 
living conditions and policies. One, which appeared in several places and was copied 
on many wall newspapers, was from a young drama student. He wrote:

It occurs to me that we are in a theatrical orphanage and must stay in this ‘cold 
palace’ for long years. Professionally we receive no training; artistically we are not cul-
tivated; politically we are helpless; ideologically we are not educated; and materially 
we get not comfort or respect. The leadership looks upon us as waste products. Are we 
living men, not equal to scrap copper and iron which are cherished by the state?

I remember mentioning this letter to Chuck and he said the author, and those who 
published it, would regret trusting the leadership’s call for freedom of expression. He 
was right.

In April 1957, the party paper, The People’s Daily, had said of the 100 Flowers cam-
paign in an editorial, “the question at present is not that the policy has been carried 
too far, but that too little has been done.” Many more intellectuals now took this at face 
value and began to criticise many aspects of life in China freely and openly. But three 
months later, all this began to change, slowly at first. Mao clearly decided things were 
getting out of hand and launched his anti-Rightist campaign. The newspapers, all of 
which had encouraged criticism, now changed their line.

As the anti-Rightist campaign raged, Chuck’s appearances became fewer and finally 
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he disappeared from the Black Cat altogether. I presumed that he had decided that the 
current atmosphere of suspicion and accusation meant it was too dangerous to consort 
with foreigners, or that he had been diverted to other work by his handlers. I did not 
hear of him again for about twenty years.

In 1981, out of the blue he sent me a message in London through an American who 
had just met him in Peking. Did I remember him? Was I still working for Reuters? Was 
it possible that we could meet once again? By chance, I had a visit to China planned 
and we had an emotional reunion. Later, he was to visit me in London. He told me 
much of what had happened in the intervening years.

✴

Chuck had been questioned from time to time by the security bureau about his rela-
tionships with westerners, particularly the dangerous, ‘British imperialist journalist 
David Chipp’. He ignored their instruction to report to them every time we met. When 
they asked what we talked about, he told them that our conversations were trivial, 
usually about women and food. In fact, he often talked a great deal about his recent 
meeting with a beautiful fellow-teacher, called Li Zhaoran [Li Zhao-ran]. He was de-
termined to marry Joan, as she was known, even though he had strong competition 
from lots of admirers. She was warned by her family and friends of the probable con-
sequences of marrying such a politically unreliable fellow.

I remember telling him, years later, that he would be considered a trouble maker 
by any government – whatever its views – because of his outspoken criticisms and his 
uncooperative attitude to authority at all levels. It was not surprising, therefore, that, 
in the second half of 1957, he was denounced as a Rightist by his fellow-teachers. His 
typically foolhardy reaction, the next day, was to put on all the remaining articles of 
US Navy gear he possessed and walk round the school. It was no surprise that he was 
sent off, like many others, to be re-educated. No formal charge was made, but he was 
described as a Rightist, and put into a prison where any productive work was frequent-
ly interrupted by ‘struggle’ meetings. In these, a person was often made to crouch in 
the ‘aeroplane’ position (arms stretched behind the back) while fellow inmates hurled 
abuse, accusations and often blows against the accused. The guards encouraged non-
political prisoners, such as pickpockets and rapists, to do their dirty work for them. 
But not all the criminals were subservient to authorities. Two in particular, ‘Iron Ball’ 
and ‘Steel Egg’, as they were known, helped Chuck when he was badly beaten at a 
struggle meeting, smuggling a little food to him when he was in solitary confinement. 
His family background, his attitude and very often his relationship with the ‘English 
imperialist news reporter’, were among the things held against him. Ironically, his at-
titude to his captors was one that in England at the time would have been described 
as ‘bolshie’!

He was to stay in that prison for four years. But when he was allowed back to Pe-
king, he was considered far too unreliable, as a Rightist, to teach, and was sent to work 
in a factory. He and Joan married in 1962, and shortly afterwards – probably as a result 
– she was deemed to be a Rightist too, and was sent to the countryside. Many thou-
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sands of intellectuals and city dwellers were thought to be in need of reform through 
labour. Living with the peasants, Mao argued, would make them better citizens. She 
was lucky: the local party leader could not read or write, and made her his secretary. 
Like many peasant leaders, he did not make the intellectuals who were sent to him 
do hard manual work. This was partly kindness, but doubtless a sensible precaution 
against the manual incompetence of most who work in offices.* Joan has always been 
noted for her wonderful calligraphy, and she spent much of her time producing colour-
ful posters.

Unlike many others, she did not have to stay there long. On her return home, she 
took up her teaching post again; but as a Rightist she was considered to deserve a 
reduction in pay. As Chuck, now working in a factory, did shift work and was on the 
lowest wage, times were difficult but happy, especially with the birth of two daugh-
ters. But as the Cultural Revolution developed, there were endless meetings in factory, 
office and school. There was constant worry. Chuck was slightly more discreet than in 
the past: but only very slightly.

But it was to no avail. His past was remembered. In late 1966, he told his family he 
was no longer to be allowed home from the factory. He packed some clothes and that 
was the last they saw or heard of him for some thirteen years. Joan was advised to 
divorce him, in order to make sure that neither she nor his daughters suffered because 
of links with him. Chuck was detained again and accused of being a counter-revolu-
tionary, though no formal charges were laid. He was back to the old routine of struggle 
meetings and torture when food was the main preoccupation of every prisoner. Hun-
ger meant they tried every way to get more to eat, including adding washing powder to 
porridge to make it go further. 

Chuck survived because he was determined to see his family again and he remem-
bered how he had learned the expression ‘fuck you’ from his US Navy friends. In 
Rightist First Class, his description of his life in prison, Chuck wrote about his reaction 
to repeated torture:

If a man is over-frightened he eventually becomes fearless. Torture … is only felt unbear-
able the first few times. But after a few rounds [Chuck had been a boxer] I had been forged 
by experience. To hell with human dignity, human rights, personality or whatever. Torture 
simply turned a man into a beast and the only goal was to live through it.

He did, and survived where most of us would have turned up our toes. When I told 
him this he said, “I was determined not to let the bastards win.”

After some time, he and several others were handcuffed, put into a bus and ordered 
to sit with their heads between their legs so that they could not be seen, and were 
taken to another prison. There, he was to await trial as a counter-revolutionary. He 

*When Chuck at one stage was sent to work planting rice, his incompetence was held against him as 
further proof of his intransigence. When my former interpreter, Jia Aimei, was sent to labour in the 
countryside, the peasants said she was far too pretty and delicate to work in the fields and should just do 
the paperwork for the village.
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shared a cell with, among others, an academic, a singer, a pianist, a doctor and a play-
wright. These were typical of the sort of people Mme Mao hated. They had minds of 
their own.

Later, Chuck was taken to Cangzhou, 100 miles south of Peking, in those days a 
drive of seven or eight hours. There had been a prison in Cangzhou for several hun-
dred years, and it is mentioned in several works of Chinese fiction. Chuck waited there 
for many frightening months. Each evening, announcements were made through loud-
speakers of the names of those who were to be executed the next morning. He was one 
of the lucky ones, and finally was transferred to another prison where, without trial 
or hearing, he was sentenced to seven years imprisonment for being a counter-revolu-
tionary. He had to sign a statement saying it was a just sentence.

It was a time of famine in much of China, and the prisoners’ daily ration – mostly 
made up of bread and cabbage soup – was totally inadequate. This was made worse 
by ill-paid prison officers taking much of the flour and selling it on the black market 
to local peasants. One prisoner was nominated each day to divide the food. He was 
watched intently, to ensure that everyone got a fair share. The regulations said each 
prisoner should get a certain weight of bread each day, and Chuck noticed that these 
were getting smaller all the time. He thus constructed primitive scales with a chop-
stick and a thread from his jumper.

When the guards discovered this, they assumed that it was to check up on them. He 
was put into solitary confinement in a cell measuring about 5ft x 5ft x 5ft. This meant 
he could not stand upright and could not lie down. He had a heavy shackle attached to 
his legs, and was given very little food. Again, it was the thought of his family and his 
natural bloody-mindedness that helped him survive. It was a triumph of willpower 
over adversity which few could have achieved.

Then, after eighty-six days, he was hauled out into the dazzling sunlight. At first, he 
could not see and could scarcely walk unaided. When he managed to adjust his eyes, he 
saw there was a motorcycle standing in the courtyard. The guards wanted it repaired. 
With astonishing efficiency, they had apparently gone through the records of all the 
prisoners and found that Chuck had once been a member of a Peking motorcycle team. 
This was an example of the sort of detailed background collected about those who 
were thought of as possible enemies of the state. Much of it was imaginary, but this 
piece of information was actually correct and it now seems amazing that, in the days 
before computerised information, such background should follow him everywhere.

None of the guards had any mechanical ability, and one of them asked Chuck if he 
could mend the bike. He told them he would try. Gradually, his limbs regained some 
of their feeling and flexibility. When, some hours later, he managed to get it going, he 
was rewarded with a large bowl of dumplings. This was the best food he had eaten for 
months, and, he said later, better than any prize he had won in his racing days.

From then on, things started to improve. He was sent to work in the fields which he 
enjoyed, particularly as it gave him the chance to add to his diet with such things as 
frogs and mice. But his incompetence as an agriculture labourer meant he did not last 
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long at this. He was sent to work in the prison factory, where he prepared mechanical 
drawings. Chuck knew German as well as English, and thus he was used in a good deal 
of translation work.

He continued to work there after he completed his seven-year sentence, and was 
allowed to live on his own and move about the city at will. Then, in 1979, he was per-
mitted to visit Peking.

His elder daughter, Mona, tells how one day, when her mother and sister were out, 
this stranger appeared at their home. She did not recognise him, as she had only been 
three when he was arrested. When Joan came home, she and Chuck talked quietly 
outside their tiny one-roomed apartment. They did not tell the girls who he was. It was 
not until after she had seen him off at the railway station that Joan explained to her 
daughters, “That man is your Father.”

Chuck eventually returned to Peking and led a fairly normal life with Joan and the 
girls, of whom he was very proud. He was still the same Chuck though, still complain-
ing loudly about the authorities and drinking as if to make up for lost time. Friends 
told him to leave well alone, but he persisted in demanding a review of his case. He 
succeeded in getting the counter-revolutionary charges erased as an error, and still 
persisted, for he was still termed a Rightist and thus a second-class citizen. Eventually, 
this too was deemed an ‘error’, and he received tiny compensation.

He taught for a time in a university, did translation and consultancy work for for-
eign companies, started an enterprise of his own and was even allowed to travel. His 
family dispersed. Mona married an Australian, and Betty a Dutchman. Joan moved to 
Melbourne to be with one of her grandchildren, who is my goddaughter. When I see 
her, I am reminded of my old friend – usually indiscreet, often difficult, but always 
loveable – who was never crushed by Chinese tyranny. I saw him in 2007. He was 
frailer and a partial stroke meant he had lost some of his fluency speaking English. But 
his views were as trenchant as ever. At the end of his book, reflecting on his life and the 
break-up of his family, he wrote:

I’ve had many opportunities to escape China but I didn’t. China is my home despite the  
government and the Party … All those long years of mental torture ruined us in the end. Our 
characters had been forged by the big Cultural Revolution, not by each other and it was too 
late to change … I’m about ready to take a long rest. I still suffer from nightmares to this day.

✴

Chuck always reminded me of another old friend Pham Xuan An, a Vietnamese who 
died in 2006. I first met An in 1953, when he was acting in a rather haphazard way as 
an assistant to the French military censors. He was helpful (a contradiction in terms 
when applied to censors, whatever their nationality) and we became friends. I was a 
very junior foreign correspondent and did not hear from him again for over ten years. 
By that time, I was the senior Reuter person in Southeast Asia, and the Saigon bureau 
asked me if they could take on An as a journalist. He was working for Vietnam Presse, 
the local news agency.
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I agreed, and when I saw him, he was clearly – and loudly – as much against the 
government of Diem as he had been against the French. He gave Reuters many good 
tips for stories and had excellent contacts. It was not until 1972, when the Communists 
finally achieved victory, that we learned that all along he had been an agent for the 
Vietminh and then the Vietcong, and had achieved the rank of Lt Colonel.

The Communist government obviously thought him unreliable and, in spite of his 
loyalty over the years, he received no favours and had to undergo re-education. When 
I last saw him in the 1990s, he was living simply in Saigon, unlike many other under-
cover supporters of the Vietcong, who were to do very well out of victory. A reminder 
of his past was the Citroen in which he used to dash round the city. It was now parked 
in the yard and used as a hen coop. Like Chuck, he was loudly critical of the govern-
ment and officialdom. Such people can never be silenced and will always be an an-
noyance to governments of every complexion and in many countries. Authority likes 
compliance.

The stories of Chuck and An ultimately had relatively happy endings. That was not 
the case with millions of others, including my friends, Yang Tianyi [Yang Tsien-yi] and 
his English-born wife, Gladys. They had met when he was studying at Oxford in the 
1930s, returned to China and became noted as scholars and translators. I met them 
soon after my arrival in Peking and they gave me much good advice, including what 
Chinese classics I should read.

They were loyal supporters of the regime and any criticisms they may have had, 
they kept to themselves. I was not their only European friend, and they were often 
welcomed at functions at the British Mission. Shortly after the start of the Cultural 
Revolution, they were denounced and accused of being British agents – by their only 
son. They were imprisoned separately and, when finally released, were told that it was 
all a bad mistake. Zhou Enlai personally apologised to them, but they were never to be 
really happy again. Their son committed suicide, remorseful at what he had done. They 
sadly excused him, explaining that he must have been under terrible mental pressure 
from his peers. Gladys, who had a fine mind, gradually retreated into mental isolation, 
while Tianyi, who looked after her lovingly, found some contentment in his books.

When I visited them towards the end of the twentieth century, I saw in them an 
example of the talent and loyalty which China had wasted because of the paranoid 
suspicions of Mao Zedong and his ghastly wife Jiang Qing.

The strengths of such people as the Yangs also reflect the age-old strength of  
China itself.

Two Survivors of Old China

G ood morning. I am Tsiang.* You are looking for a translator. Thus he announced 
himself at the door of my hotel room. Indeed I was. Finding one had been a prior-

ity since arriving in Peking days before. But how did he know? And, more important, 
how had he got upstairs without being announced to me by security in the lobby? Was 
he some Communist placement to spy on me? Was this, perhaps, some example of an-
cient Chinese occult?

The answer was probably much simpler. The previous day, I had called on members 
of the British mission and had mentioned the need to find an interpreter among other 
problems that faced me. Doubtless someone on the Chinese staff had passed it on to 
Mr Tsiang, who years before had worked for the British, and was looking for work. I 
was to learn not to be surprised at the ease with which Chinese could communicate 
among themselves and how widely information could be spread. This was something 
that the Communist government used with skill as a vital component of control and 
propaganda.

I am certain that he would have checked with his local street or district Commu-
nist office to see if it was all right for him to work for a foreigner. They, in turn, would 
have contacted the security services, who would have asked the News Department of 
the Foreign Ministry to find out if I was indeed an accredited correspondent. But the 
Chinese bureaucracy has always been noted for its portentousness and deliberation. 
Marxist-Leninist officials, like those throughout the communist world, added a new 
dimension to the inefficiency and studied delay of their mandarin ancestors. It is in-
conceivable that clearance could have been granted in so short a time. So how did he 
get past the security staff in the hotel lobby? I could never work it out. At no time did 
he ever lead me to suspect that he was a government plant, though doubtless he gave 
regular reports to some Communist cadre on what I was doing. That would never have 
surprised me.

Mr Tsiang looked rather frail and feeble, but he was tough and must have been very 
resilient: he never had a day off through sickness in time I was there. He was to work 
for Reuters for some eleven years and only retiring for ‘health reasons’ in 1967 as the 
Cultural Revolution produced the most serious verbal and physical attacks against 
foreigners. Who can blame him? It was no longer prudent to work for a ‘foreign devil’.

X.

Two Survivors of Old China:
Tsiang and Pu Yi

*[I.e. ‘Jiang’ in Pinyin, but I have retained the form that the author used when addressing his translator 
as ‘Mr Tsiang’ – Ed.]
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At that first meeting, the slightness of his figure and the delicacy of his approach 
made him seem to me to be very old. But he was actually just over fifty, having been 
born in the first years of the twentieth century. He was in his thirties when the Japa-
nese invaded China and was working in Nanjing [Nanking] at the British Consulate 
in December 1937 when the city was captured. The Japanese looting and subsequent 
rape of the whole urban area when more than 250,000 died was an atrocity compa-
rable with any in history. Understandably, Mr Tsiang was reticent about this period 
in his life. I could not draw him out on his view of the Japanese, even when he was 
translating reports of war crimes trials. General Matsui, who was in overall command, 
was hanged after the war. But Prince Asaki Yasuchiko, who was in day-to-day charge, 
escaped punishment. He had given the order to “kill all captives”, following an overall 
proclamation by his uncle, the Emperor Hirohito, which removed all the constraints 
of international law as regards the Chinese. When the war against Japan ended, Gen-
eral Douglas MacArthur granted immunity to members of the Imperial Family and 
neither Hirohito nor Asaki was prosecuted. The latter converted to Roman Catholi-
cism and lived to be 93, a symbol to some of Japan’s continuity and to others of the 
dishonour disguised as pragmatism of the United States.

I have always felt uneasy talking about this atrocity because I then start remember-
ing some of the actions of the British during the years of Empire. That reminder was 
ever-present in Peking. In 1860, troops led by the odious British General ‘Chinese’ Gor-
don had burned the Summer Palace with its incomparable buildings and works of art, 
and had killed a number put by some at more than 100,000. I told Mr Tsiang all about 
this dotty, bible-wielding mystic Gordon, who was, appropriately enough, command-
ing troops which eventually put down the Taiping Rebellion after fourteen years. The 
Rebellion was led by a man who claimed to be, among other things, a younger brother 
of Jesus Christ. And then I lent him a copy of Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians 
which I had found in a second-hand bookshop. It was not so much Gordon who fasci-
nated him but Florence Nightingale.

Mr Tsiang never told me how he felt about the Japanese, but I was careful not to 
invite any Japanese correspondent to my office in the hotel if he was around. He was 
always reticent about how he escaped the slaughter, but hinted that he was hidden by 
the British staff at the Consulate until he could escape. A brave and determined group 
of Europeans and Americans – missionaries, doctors and businessmen – had set up an 
International Safety Zone of about seven square kilometres in the western part of the 
city. Japanese soldiers occasionally entered the area in pursuit of fugitives, but usually 
respected the Red Cross flags which gave the Zone some legitimacy. One of the or-
ganisers was a remarkable 55-year-old German businessman, named John Rabe, who 
worked tirelessly in the interests of humanity.

Rabe rescued many and confronted the Japanese fearlessly to save and protect Chi-
nese. He was a fervent Nazi party member and the swastika which he wore on his arm 
gave him authority as a national of a country friendly to Japan. The Germans and the 
Japanese were already ideological allies, having both signed an anti-Comintern (Com-

munist) pact the year before. He spoke the language perfectly, having been a business-
man in the country since 1908. His employers, Siemens, ordered him to leave, but he 
preferred to remain. Rabe was a great admirer of Hitler and a very early member of 
the Party. He wrote frequently to Berlin reporting what was happening in Nanjing and 
asking that Germany should use its influence to stop it. He returned to Germany in 
1938. By then, Hitler saw the Japanese as potential allies. Rabe was forbidden to write 
about China and the actions of the Japanese. In 1946, Rabe, who can be regarded as 
one of the few ‘good’ Nazis, was officially de-Nazified. When it was known that he was 
destitute, grateful Chinese sent him food parcels regularly until the Communist vic-
tory put a stop to that sort of gratitude. He died in 1957.

Mr Tsiang had been educated at a mission school, and it was doubtless these brave 
Christians who eventually helped him get through the Japanese lines and escape. He 
made his way back to the ancient city of Jinan [Chih-nan], where he was born and 
where he had learned English. He skilfully avoided the Japanese who were rampag-
ing through the countryside. He then laid low in a village he had known as a child and 
afterwards slowly and carefully made his way to Chongqing, the wartime capital of 
Nationalist China. There he joined the staff of the British mission, having worked for 
the Consulate in Nanjing since 1924.

He told me how lucky he was to have survived the Japanese. Cleary, too, luck and 
care made him remain at liberty and work at his old job. Even though he was trans-
parently a member of the bourgeoisie, and had worked for the imperialists, he seems 
to have again kept his head down during the post-war years when the Communists 
finally took control of the whole country. He then made his way to Peking and did a 
number of clerical jobs before I recruited him for Reuters.

He was not, as far as I know, ill-treated during the Cultural Revolution, but the same 
could not be said of the other person I took on, my driver, Wang Chongmao [Wang 
Chung-mao]. In 1969, he was hauled before a huge meeting of 15,000 in a stadium and 
accused of being a ‘counter-revolutionary foreign informer’ and a ‘British imperialist 
running dog’. A report in the Red Guard Newspaper said he was so frightened that “the 
sweat stood out as big as beans.” His accusers claimed that he ate, drank, wenched and 
gambled, and lived “a foul life”. His accusers said that while working for Reuters, his 
position exceeded that of a chauffeur and his wages and perks outstripped those of his 
fellows. In fact, he was paid the same as any other driver and did not speak a word of 
English. Yet his accusers said he was well rewarded for translating wall posters and 
giving other information to the ‘Reuters spies’.

The accusations were all part of the campaign against Anthony Grey, the Reu-
ters correspondent, who was described as the ‘spy journalist’. Grey was kept under 
house arrest for years as part of Peking’s furious reaction to the arrest of Chinese  
journalists in Hong Kong. He was the sixth correspondent to succeed me and certainly 
all of us were assumed to be spies. Technically, as I report elsewhere, I suppose some 
of my investigations into crop yields or oil exploration could have been termed eco-
nomic espionage.
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After the Communist victory, many Western missions and businesses left China. 
Most Chinese assumed that foreigners were either Russians or the East Europeans. 
Little children often called after me ‘Russian uncle’ (sulian susu). In the early 1950s, 
there was little official need for English translators. Russian was then the important 
foreign language. But that was not to last long, and within a few years there was a 
huge campaign to teach what the Chinese accepted was the world language. But at 
that time, Mr Tsiang knew that the best opportunities lay in the capital, where the 
number of diplomatic missions, though still only a fraction of those accredited today, 
was increasing. So he found that there was an opportunity with me, the Reuters cor-
respondent, and called.

Mr Tsiang (I always was strictly formal and he with me) was small, thin to the point 
of emaciation and his blue ‘Mao’ jacket and trousers were shabby and ill-fitting – even 
by usual Chinese standards at that time. They seemed three sizes too large and the 
only thing that fitted was his blue cap. This he removed every time he entered or left 
the room, but always wore it when he was working at his desk. Every day, he came to 
the hotel where I worked and lived. He rode in the same rather ancient pedicab from 
the home he shared with his wife and small son in the western part of the city. I gath-
ered the old house was owned by one of his relatives.

On that first day, my immediate – and utterly wrong – reaction was to think, “Oh 
no.” But he was worth a trial and I pointed to the desk and typewriter, gave him a copy 
of the People’s Daily, the Communist Party organ, and asked him to translate some-
thing he thought might interest me. When I saw that he was intelligent in his choice 
and very competent, we chatted and I explained what the job would be. As far as I 
remember, we did not discuss money at that stage. I told him that I would want him to 
read the papers and printed matter and type translations for me. 

For outside interpreting, I would rely on the China Travel Service to provide these, 
except when ministries provided them. A regular was a recent graduate of Shanghai 
University called Jia Aimei. She became my friend and I called her Amy, though in 
those days she was strictly formal with me. After I left China, we kept in touch – ex-
cept during the Cultural Revolution, when contact with a foreigner could have been 
dangerous. Before I left in 1958, I said that she must one day visit my home country. 
Years later, she reminded me of this; and in 2004, Amy, by now a grandmother, came 
to stay with me in London. She and her husband celebrated their Golden Wedding in 
October 2007. Fifty years ago, things were hard and there were no celebrations; but 
they and several other couples made up for it with a big party when the anniversary 
arrived.

Mr Tsiang proved to be a slow – but correct – translator, with an occasional ec-
centric turn of phrase. He soon learned the sort of story in which I was interested. 
Throughout the day, he refreshed himself with cup after cup of green tea from the 
large, garish thermos flask he brought with him. Endless cigarettes helped to keep 
him going. Usually, his work entailed the translation of sterile government announce-
ments or speeches which provided me with background for articles on the economy or 
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general policy. He used a huge dictionary and a number of reference books to produce 
accurate, rather old fashioned and often too literal translations. I remember one with 
particular delight. At a time when I was interested in a new campaign on birth con-
trol, I asked him to look at readers’ reactions. He produced this gem from the letters 
column: “Comrade Editor. Chinese-made pregnancy-avoiding wrappers have weak 
sides and are to be avoided. They do not work.” But clearly his spirit was not in this 
humdrum work and he would spend hours (and I hadn’t the heart to dissuade him) 
converting epics of socialist realism into the sort of English verse he had probably been 
taught at school. His translations were not comparable with those of Arthur Waley, 
but I think he was still a poet at heart. Is it fanciful for me to see in some of his work a 
hint of John Betjeman?

Sister-in-law has become a model [worker]

Young sparrows are twittering and twittering
Sister-in-law has become a model.
She’s just eighteen this year
Coming to our home in the spring.

First day she’s married
Next day she’s going to the plough
As head of the production corps
She is better than the men who grow the wheat.

At villages in the East the peasants are called to a meeting
At villages in the West women cultivate cotton.
Busy at production in daytime
She’s attending a people’s school at night.
Sister-in-law, sister-in-law, how good you are.

And another song for children to sing was:

Children. Make no quarrel or sound.
Be nimble to put your dress and cap on.
Father’s just off night shift.
He’s now at home lying down.

Mr Tsiang was fascinated by English literature and asked if Dickens painted a true 
picture of England in the nineteenth century and whether it was still accurate a hun-
dred years later. (In this at least he was questioning, unlike many officials and journal-
ists who naively but sincerely believed that nothing had changed and wrote their pro-
paganda accordingly.) I noted in my diary with delight that “packet from Hatchards 
has arrived” and was able to lend him some of these new books which the Piccadilly 
shop had chosen for me. Among those he borrowed was the latest James Bond, From 
Russia with Love. He returned it with the comment “very interesting,” and was duly 
impressed by the letter I had received from the author.

Mr Tsiang advised me what Chinese classics to read, and encouraged me to buy 
paintings by the 93-year-old Qi Baishi. These proved a great investment. He also ac-
companied me to a performance of Peking opera with delight. The authorities had 
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given me a couple of tickets and the great actor Mei Lanfang was performing. He had 
a cult following which was not even dented at a later date by cultural animadversions 
of Mme Mao, who thought the old content of such art forms decadent, if not counter-
revolutionary. There was a lively and fairly open black market sale of tickets for Mei’s 
one appearance in the capital that year and diplomat friends, not to speak of Chinese 
acquaintances, were envious. I understood only a tiny part of the performance but the 
great actor’s star quality was apparent. At one moment a tiny gesture with hand or 
even finger would produce a burst of applause and, what the communist newspapers 
would have described for their leaders’ speeches, ‘animation in the hall’. The people 
were, for a Chinese audience, remarkably attentive. There was little of the chatter and 
hawking and spitting which usually accompanied such performances. He had the fol-
lowing of a modern day pop star or movie icon – though the vast majority of his fans 
were considerably older and of a very different level of culture.

One day in late July, when I returned to the office, I found Mr Tsiang in a state of 
great excitement. There was an item in the paper, he said, reporting that Pu Yi was 
giving evidence at the trial of some Japanese war criminals. It was the first news of 
him for more than five years. For a moment or , the name did not ring a bell. Then I 
recalled that he was the last Emperor of China.

Pu Yi, or to give him his dynastic title, Xuantong [Hsuan-t’ung], was the last of the 
Manchu or Ching line which had ruled China since the seventeenth century. He was 
born in the Forbidden City in 1906, and was chosen to succeed his uncle by the Em-
press Dowager, Cixi [Tz’u-hsi], who had been the real ruler of China for many years. 
Many thought that, by personality alone, she had delayed the downfall of the Manchu 
line which had been in steady decline since about 1800, and by her own efforts had pro-
longed the dynasty’s Mandate of Heaven. The Mandate of Heaven was equivalent to 
the Divine Right of Kings, which encouraged the more extravagant claims and actions 
of British monarchs, and was the proclaimed sign of legitimacy since the time of the 
First Emperor, Qin Shiuangdi, more than thousand years ago. Cixi was without doubt 
an old monster and, among other things, had a nasty habit of ordering that inconve-
nient relatives and unsatisfactory staff be thrown down wells to lingering deaths. She 
was generally known as the Old Buddha, was supported by the hundreds of eunuchs 
who completely dominated the court, supervising its ancient ritual and ensuring that 
antique etiquette was maintained.

Within the high walls of the palace, the absolute ‘certainty’ that China was the cen-
tre of the world was never questioned. Certainly, foreign troops had, in 1900, sup-
pressed the Boxer rebels, who had threatened to sack the legation quarter in Peking as 
part of the ultra-nationalist rebellion against the religion and influence of foreigners. 
When the European victors imposed tough terms on the Empress, this only served to 
reinforce the belief that all non-Chinese were ‘barbarians’.

The old lady presided over a council, in November 1908, which chose Pu Yi to suc-
ceed his powerless uncle, who was clearly in terminal decline, physical as well as men-
tal. The Emperor died two days later. The 73-year-old manipulator, doubtless well sat-
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isfied, retired to her quarters in the Palace of Tranquil Old Age. Having got her way, 
she was reported to be in particularly good spirits and eyewitnesses said she surprised 
everyone by her vivacity. But the old tyrant herself survived her last coup by only one 
day into the new reign, before ‘ascending to be a guest on high’ and joining her ances-
tors. Surprisingly, her last words were said to be “Never again allow any woman to 
hold the supreme power in the state.” One wonders what Queen Victoria of England, 
almost her exact contemporary, would have made of that opinion!

Once his uncle was proclaimed dead, the two-year-old assumed the Mandate of 
Heaven. He was to be acknowledged as ruler of millions for just three years, before 
the revolution led by Sun Yat-sen and the Republican rebels forced on the child a de-
cree of abdication. In fact, he never formally abdicated, but accepted voluntary retire-
ment, some years later saying that “the will of Providence and the people’s wishes 
are plain. How could I, for the sake of glory and the honour of our family, oppose the 
wishes of the teeming millions?” He was allowed to keep the title and his court, and 
was given a considerable allowance by the republican government. He continued to 
live in traditional style in the place which his forebears had occupied for generations. 
The Forbidden City, surrounded by a moat and with 2 ¼ miles of walls around it, con-
tains pavilions and palaces. Each is topped by a splendidly designed roof which seems 
to sail away like a ship into the sky.

Today, it is one of China’s chief tourist attractions, thronged each day by thousands. 
Most would have entered through Tian’an Men (the Gate of Heavenly Peace), the main 
entrance to the red-plastered walls of the Imperial City, which stretch for some six 
miles and themselves surround the Forbidden City. It was from this gate that Mao 
Zedong proclaimed the ‘Liberation’ in 1949. Each year, the leadership reviews the 
marching thousands who parade through the vast square in front of it on May Day 
and National Day. In 1989, Tian’an Men became a name known throughout the world 
to millions who had never been to China and had no particular interest in the country. 
A frightened and uncertain government ordered the massacre of hundreds of demon-
strating students in the square.

In the early twentieth century, the Forbidden City was for most just that – forbid-
den and menacing. It was peopled by an overblown, self-seeking and greedy court. 
Supplicants for royal favours waited in the outer courts and lesser pavilions. The baby 
Emperor was revered as a deity and every moment of his day was controlled by centu-
ries-old tradition and ritual. According to many stories, from his early teens one of his 
diversions was in having young boy servants whipped across the bare buttocks. Cer-
tainly, throughout his life there were stories of sexual depravity and a liking for both 
boys and girls. But that sort of rumour is attached to most public figures, particularly 
the controversial.

In 1917, he ‘reigned’ again for a few days after one of the many war lords who in-
fested China and its politics tried a coup d’etat to effect his restoration. It was soon put 
down and Pu Yi resumed his enclosed, formally-structured life. Then there was an 
appointment which helped introduce the modern world into his life. In 1918, a British 
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colonial civil servant, Reginald Johnson, was appointed one of his tutors. He gradually 
gained acceptance by some of the senior functionaries and courtiers. But the majority 
thought a ‘barbarian’ had no place in the Emperor’s entourage, even though John-
ston had Confucian leanings. He spoke the language perfectly, was a considerable  
sinologist and was doubtless thought by many of the Britons in Peking to ‘have  
gone native’.

The boy had three other tutors and a specialist teacher of calligraphy and they re-
sented his being taught the English language and being given an insight of European 
culture. Johnston, who was later to write an account of his time there in his memoir, 
Twilight in the Forbidden City, said the youth had “vivacity, intelligence and a keen 
sense of humour.” The boy, referred to formally as Lord of Ten Thousand Years (Wan 
Sui Ye), was carried in a state chair each day to the Palace of Heavenly Purity (Qian 
Qing Gong) where the lessons took place. The young man became enthusiastic for all 
things English, choosing the English royal name Henry for himself. He apparently 
had a liking for Henry VIII. He learned the language and became an avid newspaper 
reader, showing particular interest in the antics of the Prince of Wales (later briefly 
Edward VIII). There were plans at one stage for him to travel incognito in Europe and 
the United States. He liked all things modern, such as a telephone and typewriter, and, 
as he was very short-sighted, took to wearing spectacles much against the wishes of 
the court.

His schoolroom was a little oasis as his court of eunuchs maintained the elaborate 
ceremonial with all the ancient ordinances, rituals and high-sounding titles. Those 
entering his presence still had to make the obeisance of the triple kowtow with fore-
head touching the ground nine times. Johnston was excused this and merely bowed. 
Pu Yi actually rose when his tutor entered the room to conduct a lesson, something he 
did for no one else. There had been some three thousand eunuchs before the revolu-
tion and in 1920 there were still more than a thousand at court. As might be expected, 
the expatriate Scot disapproved of them strongly. It was not just that they were cor-
rupt and, like the nearly four thousand Manchu pensioners living around the court 
or inhabiting dwellings near the dynastic tombs, cost a great deal of money. He saw 
them as practising their intrigues and “insidious arts leading to effeminacy.” Under-
standably for a more discreet age, Johnston makes no mention of the Emperor’s sexual 
preference or his reported interest in flagellation. He does, though, say his charge had 
a frivolous side to his nature and was ‘volatile’.

In 1922, Pu Yi married the daughter of a Manchu noble in a ceremony of long and 
traditional imperial magnificence. They never had children and it has been said that 
the marriage was never consummated. One of his relatives was later to confide to 
friends that the favourite concubine was a slender pageboy. He gave up his imperial 
title and thereafter was generally known as just Henry Pu Yi. In a gesture of even 
greater significance, and abhorrent to his household, he cut off his queue (pigtail). His 
ancestors had commanded all Chinese to plait their hair as the Manchus did as a sign 
of loyalty to the regime.
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All attempts to give Pu Yi a better existence seemed fruitless and Johnston, by then 
comptroller of the imperial household, engineered his escape to the Legation Quarter 
when Nationalist forces occupied the capital. From there, he moved to the Japanese 
Concession in the port city of Tianjin [Tientsin], where he gave parties modelled on 
those the Bright Young Things were having in London in the 1920s.

The Japanese, whose long-term plan was to rule all China, knew they had a trump 
card in the former emperor, who was now in effect their prisoner. Years later, Pu Yi 
wrote that he thought the Japanese were going to kill him and he fed his paranoia by 
taking advice from fortune tellers and looking for portents in everyday things – what 
food was offered, the clothes he might wear or which path he took on a walk.

But his captors had other plans. They played on Pu Yi’s vanity, emphasising that 
they would treat him with far more respect than his own people. In 1932, they made 
him president or chief executive of the state of Manchukuo, ostensibly by the ‘will 
of thirty million people’, who were members of what was said to be a movement for 
autonomy. years later, he was Emperor with his palace originally in former business 
offices. The young British journalist and travel writer, Peter Fleming, brother of Ian, 
was granted an audience during which the Emperor answered questions through an 
interpreter and insisted that his was a ‘benevolent rule’. He did not give much away. 
Fleming saw him as someone with very fine hands and a charming smile. He wore 
dark glasses throughout and was dressed in a frock coat with a white waistcoat.

Pu Yi remained in Hsingking (Chanchun), the capital of Manchukuo, throughout 
the Sino-Japanese war and until the end of World War II. His captors found him a use-
ful puppet. He lived in some state, was treated with a respect more feigned than real, 
but had absolutely no power. When the Russians declared war on Japan in 1945, they 
soon over-ran Manchukuo and captured Pu Yi. He and a few of his court were taken 
to Russia, but his ‘Empress’, by now an opium addict, was left behind to die in prison. 
Stalin treated him well but following the Communists’ victory, swiftly handed him 
over to Mao Zedong, who was now Son of Heaven in all but name.

And that was the last that was heard about him in the West until 1956.
Mr Tsiang translated the news item about the former Emperor’s appearance as a 

witness and I immediately set about getting an interview – in the same way that Flem-
ing had done twenty years earlier. I applied by letter to the Foreign Ministry Press 
Department (in Fleming’s case the Foreign Ministry of the Japanese puppet state of 
Manchukuo) which was responsible for dealing with foreign correspondents. I had 
routinely sent many such letters and there was never any acknowledgment, though 
often interviews or briefings were forthcoming without warning.

The war crimes trial was taking place in Fushun in Manchuria. The Northeast was 
an important economic region in China’s ambitious development plans. Under the 
Japanese, coal, iron and steel production had increased markedly and it was a key 
industrial area during World War II. The Russians, after they entered the war, had 
engaged in an orgy of industrial looting and had carried off a great amount of plant 
and machinery. Now they were making amends to some extent and helping the Com-
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munists develop the region as an important part of the Five Year Plan. But the Chinese 
were never to forget or forgive this example of proletarian neighbourliness!

The Northeast was obviously a good economic story worth several features. I had 
spoken to several officials about my interest in the area. Then a week after I had sub-
mitted my application for an interview with Pu Yi, one of the Press Department’s se-
nior officers, Chen Hui, asked me over lunch when I planned to go to Manchuria. I 
said it was not at the moment high on my list of priorities and he commented, “I think 
it would be worth your while to go sooner rather than later. I think we could promise 
you an interesting trip.” There was no mention of Pu Yi, and I was really very slow in 
the uptake. But I realised that he was keen for me to go and I asked London for permis-
sion. Even though there was no suggestion of a news story, Head Office finally agreed, 
though as usual worried about the cost.

So I flew to Mukden (Shenyang), the place where the founder of the Manchu Dynasty 
made his capital. It was from there that Pu Yi’s ancestors organised and launched their 
successful conquest of China in the middle of the seventeenth century. This ancient 
capital was the scene of what became known as the ‘Mukden incident’ in 1931, when 
Japanese soldiers seized the city and precipitated the Sino-Japanese war. This was to 
continue until Tokyo’s surrender in 1945, after the dropping of the atom bombs. 

But, much as I would have liked to look around, I had no time for sight-seeing or 
ancient history as I was on an economic story. The China Travel Service guide who 
met me took me straight to the station. From Mukden, my itinerary included a train 
journey to Harbin in the North, where I was conducted on an inspection of vast irri-
gation work being done by hundreds of thousands of peasants. I also managed to talk 
with nervous members of the large colony of White Russians who had fled the Revo-
lution in 1917. Now it had caught up with them again. Then a visit to Anshan, China’s 
most important iron and steel manufacturing centre. In Changchun, with the name of 
Hsinking (new capital), the seat of the puppet government of Manchukuo, I toured a 
truck and car assembly plant.

In Fushun, we had a very early start to look at an open cast coal mine. My guide 
and interpreter, Yu Yalun [Yu Yah-lun], suddenly said in the middle of lunch, “This 
afternoon we go to visit Pu Yi.” I was not at my best – tired after a very long morning 
and unprepared. I had no reference books with me and rather stupidly had not even 
thought about the ex-Emperor.

We drove to the Japanese-built prison on the outskirts of the city and were allowed 
in without delay. It may have been my imagination, but the guards looked particularly 
nasty. I noted at the time that, with their calliper-like cold eyes, they seemed to be 
measuring me up for a genital-crushing machine. These were all-powerful in their 
daily jobs – ideologically and intellectually as much eunuchs as those who completely 
ran Pu Yi’s life in those early days. And their daily routine was doubtless much the 
same.

In a courtyard with high walls topped by electric wiring, I could see about forty 
elderly political prisoners. Some were playing tennis, while others were sitting around 
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playing drafts and other games, with that studied, yet aimless, determination of those 
who have eternity to spare. Among them, I was told, were Pu Yi’s brother, Pu Jie, and 
other Chinese ministers and military leaders of the Manchukuo regime. At a word 
from one of the guards, one of those on the tennis court stopped playing. This figure, 
wearing brown gym shoes, shuffled across the yard to collect his black denim jacket 
which he put on to cover his frayed shirt. This was as formal as someone who had 
once enjoyed the Mandate of Heaven and worn rich brocades could get. As we walked 
ahead of him and his escort, towards what looked to be a forbidding, cheerless build-
ing, I wondered if this whole scene had been carefully rehearsed to demonstrate to me 
the humane conditions in which he and other political prisoners were kept.

The interview took place in a room identical with many others in which I had lis-
tened to ministers and officials propounding the party line. There was some rudimen-
tary furniture, with the only sign of decoration a large picture of the current emperor, 
Mao Zedong, hanging on one wall. As I waited with the prison governor, I was offered 
the ritual tea and cigarettes, and thought I was probably the first Englishman to meet 
him for twenty years. The Last Emperor and his guards were offered neither tea nor 
smokes.

Pu Yi, blinking short-sightedly behind very strong glasses, looked nervous at first. 
But his handshake was firm and his occasional smile engaging, though he never ap-
peared to relax throughout the interview. That fact is not surprising as he doubtless 
had no real comprehension of who I was and probably thought I was some clever part 
of the rehabilitation process. He was of middle height and slight of build. He looked 
healthy enough and appeared to be well-fed. He was then in his early fifties but, to 
me, sometimes looked much older. One of the three men who accompanied the prison 
governor took notes throughout as Pu Yi spoke through an interpreter. He did not, 
probably wisely, admit to knowing English, though I got the very strong impression by 
some of his reactions that he understood what I was saying.

He began with what was obviously a prepared, and authorised, statement saying 
that his past life had been that of ‘a devil’ and only now was he living as a real hu-
man being. He was studying Marxism-Leninism and the works of Mao. These studies, 
which took up much of his day, meant he now had a completely new view of life. He 
began slowly and hesitantly, but gained confidence when confessing his ‘sins’.

I questioned him about what happened after the Japanese surrender and he gave 
me the first account of what occurred then. In 1945, he was at Mukden airport with 
senior Japanese officers, trying to escape to Tokyo, when they were stopped and ques-
tioned by a Russian general. “I had not dared to show openly that I did not want to go 
to Japan, for fear they would kill me. I had served them for fourteen years and knew 
too much about their record and cruelties. But I managed to signal to the Soviet gen-
eral behind their backs that I wanted to stay in China.” He was duly arrested and taken 
to Russia. His ailing wife, a drug addict, was left behind and died in prison.

Members of his immediate entourage were treated as ordinary prisoners, but the 
Russians accorded him some rights as a former head of state, and Stalin was said to 
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have given orders that he be well treated. In 1950, after the Communists had gained 
control of all of China, he was handed over to his fellow-countrymen and was then 
treated like all the rest of those accused of war crimes. He said, “This was quite right 
and I should not have been regarded as a former Emperor as I was a traitor to China 
and helped the Japanese carry out their aggressive policies.” He shared a room with 
fourteen others and each day they helped him wash and dress. It was said that until 
his dying day he had no idea how to look after himself. Finally, in the little apartment 
allotted him by the government, his last wife performed the tasks once undertaken by 
scores of lackeys in the Forbidden City.

He spoke lengthily of his crimes, and said he deserved to have been punished se-
verely. “But I was surprised at the lenient treatment I received.” He did not think it 
unjust that he had been held for eleven years without charge. The governor then made 
his only intervention, saying that Pu Yi was allowed visits by his second wife who lived 
not far away.

Understandably, he avoided answering several of my direct questions. When, to-
wards the end, I asked him if it was true that his tutor, Johnston, had introduced him 
to the mysteries of cricket, he almost certainly understood my question in English, 
smiled wanly – and perhaps sadly – but did not reply.

At the end of the interview, he rose, bowed slightly to me and the governor before 
he quietly left the room. Once, we would have prostrated ourselves thrice before  
leaving his presence. I believe I was the only one present who was slightly over-awed. 
To the others, he was just another prisoner; but I appreciated that this man was as 
much a part of Chinese history as any of the current leaders. Certainly, when I told 
Chinese friends, they were intrigued and rather envious of this encounter with their 
imperial past.

Pu Yi never was never charged with any offence. A couple of years later, Premier 
Zhou Enlai, saying that “ten years is quite enough for re-education,” ordered his  
release and invited him and his brother to dinner. Zhou’s wife found him a new and 
third wife to look after him. The Son of Heaven lived quietly in Peking where he did a 
variety of jobs in the Botanic Gardens and learned how to do some things like cleaning 
his teeth for himself. The next years, until he died, aged 63, in 1967, may have been the 
most serene and happy of his life.

One day, while walking in the Forbidden City with Mr Tsiang, I met a very old man 
who claimed he had been around in the days of the Old Buddha. He remembered Pu 
Yi as a figure, but said he knew Reginald Johnston well. “He was a good man. He gave 
me money.” 
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The modern traveller to China has about as much chance as finding out what he 
can expect as did Marco Polo nearly seven centuries ago. Polo had heard from 

his uncles and from other wandering merchants of the marvels and strange crea-
tures to be found in Central and farthest Asia. These tales differed according to the 
imagination and gullibility of the traveller. Today much more may have been written 
and told but the contradictions remain, and to imagination and gullibility are added 
the doubt of whether the informant is a political ‘camp’ follower, a cynic or a realist. 
Marco Polo, having crossed mountains and deserts in a long and arduous journey was 
met forty marches out by emissaries of Kublai Khan. Today’s visitor, if he has over-
come the modern barriers of passport and visa, is also met by a representative of Mao 
Zedong, the twentieth century Khakhan. Mao’s emissaries are the Intourist guides 
and translators – often young girls fresh out of university – who will be his constant 
companions for much of his stay. They shepherd their charges with that solicitous care 
which is shown by nurses to the very old or the very young. The occasional outburst 
of the ‘bourgeois’ visitor against some overbearing manifestation of Communist bu-
reaucracy or obstruction is treated by these little things with that same air of pained 
forbearance that adults reserve for spoiled children who are showing off.

Kublai Khan, who received Marco Polo and his uncles, and who was their patron 
and almost their friend, built a new capital at Peking after he had defeated the Chin 
Dynasty and here the emperors and now Chairman Mao have lived. Mao lives a se-
cluded, and from all reports austere life behind the great red walls in the centre of Pe-
king which once surrounded the emperors, their courts, wives and eunuchs. He seems 
more a countryman than a great leader and there is nothing pompous or ceremonial 
– least of all in dress – about him. But none the less, Polo’s estimation of Kublai Khan 
is probably equally true of Mao Zedong: “he is the greatest Lord that is now in the 
world or ever has been.” Kublai then and Mao now could be reckoned to be the most 
powerful man in the world, with the greatest resources of men, territory and potential 
natural treasure at his command.

The banquets are as frequent and as huge now as in Khakhan’s time but no longer 
does everyone kneel when Mao takes a drink, as they did for Kublai. But one thing is 
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the same: the food. Polo wrote: “I will say nothing of the dishes as you may readily con-
ceive there is great plenty of every possible kind.” There still is and the food is the best 
in the world for, though socialist realism has tarnished every other form of creative 
activity, it has not yet, thank God, entered the kitchen. In food perhaps alone the mod-
ern traveller has some link with his predecessors. In all other respects I, at least, felt a 
complete fraud and could not but think of the incredulous disbelief of Marco Polo, the 
well-justified contempt of such hardened travellers as Peter Fleming and Sven Hedin 
and the patronising, if charitable, smiles of those redoubtable missionary ladies the 
Misses French and Cable. No longer is it possible to write exciting travel books; for 
journeying in Communist China is merely a progression of hotels and guest houses 
linked by plane, train or car and organised by the tourist service. Airlines have un-
dermined the adventure and railways ruined the romance of travelling in China. But 
they have brought a certain amount of welcome comfort with them too. I was a poor 
successor to the past adventurers in Tartary. Never was there a real mishap, never was 
I short of food or water, never was I threatened with arrest, and rarely did I lack an 
interpreter or guide.

✴

Food, I said, was the link and it is one of the chief memories of a trip to the North-
west which I made to satisfy a youthful ambition. I had always wanted to see the Gobi 
Desert which Marco Polo and many others reported to be inhabited by a particularly 
noisy variety of spirit – the Chinese equivalent of the poltergeist perhaps – who played 
all kinds of instruments and clashed weapons to frighten travellers at night. This arid 
waste has always been the scourge of travellers and there could be no reason for its 
fascination for me since I was a child. But I did at last see it – from the comfort of a 
train on the newly completed railway to the oil town of Yumen. There were no spir-
its but plenty of humans and at points along the track children and railway workers 
waved and clapped as we passed. They doubtless took our little party for Russian ex-
perts on our way to drill for oil. Sometimes we clapped back rather sheepishly.

Travel books and maps said we should pass the Eastern extremity of the Great Wall 
of China, which, I had learned in my schooldays, was the only manmade object that it 
would be possible to see from the moon. (Soon we shall know how correct that fore-
cast was.) But the Great Wall must have slipped past in the night unless a disappoint-
ing, broken-down wall made of mud was it. You would need to have very good eyes to 
see that from the moon.

Industry was served at Yumen, the booming shanty oil town in the desert, and 
was followed by culture with a visit to the glorious Buddhist cave paintings at Dun-
huang [Tun Huang], perhaps the greatest cultural treat in China today. This was a 
great trading and religious centre when Polo visited it but now, apart from a dedicated 
band of Chinese artists making beautiful copies of the paintings, the only guardian of 
the Caves of a Thousand Buddhas is one ancient monk. He lives in a small dwelling 
place, one corner of which is taken up with his coffin, and has a rough alter flanked by  
pictures of the Gautama and Mao Zedong.

The trip across the Gobi to Dunhuang entailed the only approximation to hardship 
we knew on the whole trip. It took ten hours and every time our Russian-style jeeps 
became overheated by the unbearably hot winds, the drivers eschewed attractive look-
ing oases and water-holes and stopped in the middle of the blazing desert. We were 
not alone for there are still the camel trains that Marco Polo saw and mud-walled inns 
along the route and thousands of lorries taking equipment to the new oil sites in the 
Tsaidam basin bordering Tibet. We did stop at Anxi [Ansi], mentioned in all the best 
books, where trade routes from China, Tibet and Central Asia meet. The books always 
mention the interesting buildings and racial types with Tibetans mixing with Turkis 
in the market place. I always miss that sort of thing – as if I would know the difference 
between a Tibetan and a Turki anyway – and all I saw was the local Communist Party 
Headquarters and the same blue-suited Chinese as in Peking.

Then back across the Gobi to Jiuquan [Kiuchuan] (Suchow) and an experience that 
would have tested the endurance of even the doughtiest of past travellers – the air trip 
to Hami. Chinese planes – mostly Russian-style Dakota type – are not pressurised 
and we bounced at only a few thousand feet over the mountains and the hot air of the 
desert. There was a great deal of illness, though a few Russian technicians, sweaty, 
huge and coarse-looking in their ill-fitting clothes, sat through it all munching sand-
wiches. Their little lady interpreter looked as if death would be a happy release as she 
sat there thinking, doubtless, of the four last things (communist version is presumably 
revolution, socialist transition period, communism and capitalism). I felt dreadful as I 
staggered from the plane and was in no mood to investigate the two news items I had 
heard from Hami. The melons are said to be the best in the world and Marco Polo, 
in one of his more censorious moods, reported on the hospitality of the inhabitants  
as follows:

When strangers arrive, and desire to have lodgings and accommodation at their houses, it 
affords them the highest gratification. They give positive orders to their wives, daughters, 
sisters and other female relations, to indulge their guests in every wish, while they them-
selves retire into the city, and the stranger lives in the house with the females as if they were 
his own wives … the women in truth are very handsome, very sensual and fully disposed to 
conform in this respect to the injunction of their husbands.

Later, I tasted the melons and found their reputation was richly deserved.
And so to Urumchi, capital of Xinjiang, where wonderful food stands out in the 

memory against a background of scenic beauty and tremendous development schemes. 
Marco Polo spoke of the hospitality of the nomads he met on his journey to Peking and 
their kindness and welcome for a stranger has not decreased with the coming of com-
munism and the drive to co-operativeisation. The nomads I met in the lovely moun-
tains near Urumchi seemed to live the sort of life described in the travel books. It was 
a pity they had a radio, were visited several times a year by a mobile film unit and that 
I travelled there by truck and not on horseback. (Later I was pleased about this after 
I had ridden one of their sturdy hill ponies whose saddle seemed to be padded with a 
particularly nobbly brand of concrete.)
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We arrived at the nomad encampment unheralded and within half an hour were 
sitting down in a yurt eating a ‘small meal’ which they apologetically said was all 
they had. It consisted of piles of cakes, cheeses, bread, and the most delicious butter 
I have ever tasted. All this was washed down with fermented mare’s milk, which I 
later found out was alcoholic, and which they said was good for the digestion. I was to 
need it. For, to my horror, when I left the yurt I saw the fleece of a newly-slaughtered 
sheep hanging up. Less than two hours later I was sitting down to another meal and 
hastily downing cup after cup of mare’s milk – for the digestion. My worst fears were 
realised when, after the age-old ceremonial washing of hands of all guests by our host-
ess (a hastily scribbled “cf bible stories” in every reporter’s notebook), the sheep’s head 
was carried in and placed at my feet. I would almost swear it winked at me. I had 
thoughts of similar meals on the Northwest frontier and the eye being offered to the 
honoured guest. I was spared this but great hunks of meat were carved off and forced 
on me while my interpreter, himself a hearty trencherman, whispered in my ear that 
it would be very bad form to refuse. On and on we went stuffing this very tough meat 
down. At one stage, remembering Ro* and cakes at parties years ago, I stealthily put 
one particularly nasty piece into my handkerchief.

Thus all travel in China today. Good food, comfort and easy means of transport 
– that is if you get the permission to travel. If the Communists want you to see some-
thing or do not mind your seeing it, all is made easy. But if they don’t want you to go 
somewhere, even the initiative of the hardiest travellers of old would not get you past 
the natural hazards of bureaucracy and obstruction – more difficult obstacles to over-
come than the highest mountain or the bleakest terrain.

✴

Monday, July 2 
PEkING – LANzHou [LANCHoW]

Journey began today – the first since I arrived in Peking three months ago. A motley 
crew with self, Jacques Locquin, Tom Hutchins, Lois Mitchison, Vlad Teslic, Chen 
Hui and Chen His. Flew by way of Taiyuan (2 hours) Xi’an [Sian] (2 hours) over rug-
ged looking country where earth had dried quickly and there had been many earth-
quakes. The hills before Lanzhou looked like made of sand and probably were. Lan-
zhou a strange town with the same building estate air as Peking but much less that is 
old. Only a few two storied buildings in old town whereas in new they are rising fast 
with a huge hotel already completed standing alone and lonely. I wonder if they ever 
fill it. Not badly designed. Still in places the Chinese roofs, the pigtail girls in blue (we 
had a girl chauffeur – my first in China) policemen in same dress. Felt rather bad and 
exhausted but went to look at town. One garish temple with peace doves now being 
used as workers club and another with most interesting Buddhas, frescoes and paint-
ings on wood. All in dreadful state of repair with paintings of Pieck and other com 

*[Rosemary, the author’s sister – Ed.]
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leaders leaning against them. Strange very strange. Will do well in New Yorker piece. 
They are a good crowd and we are going to have a jolly time I think. Pleasant walk and 
drink before going on board train. Tried to find Chinese word for cards – ‘poker’ again 
goodish. Exhausted and had a good sleep before going on train where most comfort-
able car awaiting us. Sleepers and dining room with observation car (or almost) at rear. 
Tomorrow it will really begin.

Tuesday, July 3 
RAILWAy LANzHou – kANCHoW (zHANGyE)

A wonderful day of rest and beauty as we ate our way through Gansu [Kansu]. Won-
derful food in the club car and gorgeous scenery. At first high and cold as we came 
through the range that cuts Lanzhou off from the North. (Wuqiao Ling [Wu-chiao 
Ling]). Tunnels and steel bridges with a few soldiers but not many and maintenance 
workers and guards with flags at frequent intervals. Then a long descent through fer-
tile looking country highly cultivated in places but in others great possibilities. Hardly 
a soul to be seen but at times a very good road alongside trucks. Oil carriers and a great 
number of goods trains going both ways. Mud huts for workmen now roofless showed 
huge gangs who must have worked here. Workmen don’t seem to be at it very hard 
rather like British and never a sign of any forced labour. Crowds on train going west 
and seemed to be happy about it. They were laughing, joking, flutes and violins. Play-
ing cards and drinking tea out of garishly painted mugs. Wheat was closely planted 
and looked good. There should be a good harvest in these parts. Wuwei was first big 
stop with many joining and others leaving train. Mud walled farms often looking like 
miniature foreign legion forts. Nice little brick houses along line for railway workers. 
Then down into Gansu corridor which grew to quite a large plain and looked wonder-
ful for sheep and perhaps cattle if enough water (find out about snow and floods). Cam-
els, antelope and a few flocks of sheep and goats and one or two herds of cattle. Seems 
a great waste. Earlier it had looked like Scotland now, according to Tom like New Zea-
land pasturage. To south first sign of snow on tops of hills (Richtofen range) which 
goes on until Tibet and Himalayas. As sun sank hills and mountains looked wonder-
ful. Seem to rise sharply from plains. Occasional tombs along line presumably of those 
who died in building track which a masterly job. Sleepers much closer together than 
usual and on a shale base. Lines reinforced in case bridge should be swept away. Signs 
of very great flooding and their drainage scheme seemed to be first rate involved yet 
simple and probably foolproof unless very great flooding. This is also apparently area 
where small earthquakes are frequent. As light failed we arrived at Shandan [Shantan] 
where branch line and obviously important township is planned. Great deal of wood 
and building materials. Could be some sort of mineral as line leads towards the moun-
tains. Town was electrically lit. Old wall round it and on one side of tracks was long 
mud wall of quite large dimensions. Could it be the Great Wall which we have not yet 
seen? Constant tumuli showing how much had been dug – another proof of payment.

It was a lazy day waving to people taking pictures and with no sleep. In evening 
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settled down to cards and played until small hours. Our club car seemed to be only 
thing on train after Kanchow. Charming attendants, good choks, incessant tea and 
cleaning but no music thank God.

Thought for day – a window on men’s souls. Have CP realised sterility and are they 
really trying to relax? But when will the intellectuals gain confidence enough to dis-
pute?

Imagination piece – old man who watched the trains go by from the sun baked wall 
of his farm.

Wednesday, July 4 
kANCHoW – yuMEN

A strange journey through Gobi which for much of way was pebbles and salt and had 
a general shingle effect. Green villages and towns oasis in this desert which must be 
flooded pretty considerably at times. To southwest some lovely snowed tipped moun-
tains rising very high. Work on line still going on and obviously been pushed forward 
in a hurry to meet needs of Yumen. Pity we could not see way. I wonder why the rail-
way gives them such a wide berth one would have presumed that the easiest track 
would have been to have followed the old silk route. Passed a garish stone marking the 
Sino-Soviet Friendship Bridge. Great reception from workers who sometimes waved to 
us on their own initiative. These are certainly not slave labour or forced. Huge bridge 
across the Beida [Peitai] River which must be wonderful when in spate. Greeny blue 
water would mean I suppose some mineral structure but science apart it was superb. 
Arrived in Yumen just before 6pm. The oilfield is immense and obviously a huge town 
will be built here in a few years. Even so there is quite a formidable number of build-
ings. For first time saw soldiers guarding when arrived here which is natural enough 
but fact that none seen on bridges on way is indication of security felt in Gansu. Hug-
ging handshake reception from security officer, head of general office of oilfields and 
unidentified but attractive belipsticked girl in well cut clothes who was voluble and 
smiling in her greeting. Then over dusty roads to town where put up in single rooms 
in splendid guest house. Barber’s chair in washroom and Turkish bath atmosphere in 
showers where hot [water], bathrobes, slippers armchairs cigarettes and green tea. 
This is fantastic and the real Chinese hospitality. Earlier we had first political row and 
that is best brushed aside. A walk after dinner in which we talked and argued and I 
think I got closer to Chen Hui than ever before. His attitude re Japan was very reason-
able and I thought sensible. No longer a menace therefore not so much feeling against 
them. Afterwards played bridge poker until 1 and fell asleep exhausted.

Thursday, July 5 
yuMEN

A three and a half hour briefing in which much was got but much else left out – pre-
sumably on higher orders. We made a little fight for it but not much as it is better at this 
stage to be friendly. Lois infuriated me with her questioning and as Locquin rightly 
said she is schooled in the American cross examining technique. Victorian looking 
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Russian pictures in room one like “and when did you last see your father” cheek by 
jowl with reproductions of Dunhuang. American educated engineer who at first did 
not want to speak English but later brightened out considerably. Then in afternoon 
tour of oilfields. Light frightful for pictures but took a good few though no colour. It is 
immense and whole operation has mark of something that is a certain bet. There is a 
great deal of oil going to come out of here and they have been marking time to let the 
railway arrive. Gravel hills with suddenly a derrick appearing and always accompa-
nied by a cheery crowd. All very young for it is a young man’s town with 60% under 
26. Many of them fine looking and handsome. Drove back through canyons where In-
dians and cowboys might have appeared any moment and then over the dusty plain 
to the huge growing city. A walk before dinner and some shots of obvious capitalist 
and entrepreneur selling peaches and having one hell of an argument which all ended 
in smiles and laughter. Very sinister looking Turki followed Tom and me and we felt 
quite frightened. Discovered a billiard pool table before dinner and afterwards to take 
pictures of the night shift. We did some portrait studies of a splendid looking young 
man of most handsome appearance. Hope they come out.

Friday, July 6 
yuMEN

A day more on the social and welfare side with plenty to photograph (if they come out). 
The immensity of the place strikes one more and more and they are obviously sinking 
a great deal of money into it. Prices are lower than I expected and wages are quite 
high by Chinese standards. Day rather spoiled by tempers all round and Chipp was 
bit of a shit in his cross examining of refinery officials. Strange that we have not been 
received by the director and have had assistants all the way along the line but this is 
rather typical. It is also strange and remarkable that we have been allowed to wander 
where we like and take what pictures we like. In evening to theatre where remarkably 
good show combined amateur and the professional troupe. Whole evening stolen by 
comic in Peking opera who was cross between George Formby and Fernadel. Chinese 
humour is very like our own. I must visit the opera more in Peking. Went behind af-
terwards and took some good pictures. Artistes very pleased to see us. Earthquake in 
the sea well done and monkey king was superb though not perfect. But what a differ-
ence to a repertory theatre in an English town of this size. Also some lovely dancers 
doing butterfly dance from Gansu and another (the better) from Hainan Island. Lights 
failed at beginning and as Teslic and I stood outside we were soon surrounded by a 
huge group of bright young apprentices. Astounded to find they knew some words of 
English and the usual textbook phrases but not one word of Russian. They had appar-
ently learned in middle school. Most of them came from Honan which is not where 
one would expect them to have picked any up. This place is impressive. More and more 
does their psychology impress me.
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Saturday, July 7 
yuMEN

Fairly good day. More photos in the morning and then had all the information on the 
railway in the afternoon. Tried to write something down but without success. I have 
now a mass of material enough for at least three situationers and a couple of photo-fea-
tures. I expect I shall end by writing them all when I get back to Peking. In the evening 
dinner by the local paper. Started slowly but got better. We saw traditional play and 
then a couple of dancers followed by amateur theatricals – very amateur but just the 
same as anywhere else. Great excitement in funny revolutionary sketch in restaurant 
car. Little long and my face explained all. C-R most realistic – looked Eurasian – was 
he picked for his face?? Very thin. Usual wit in audience who crammed away flour 
sacks in one of the big dining rooms.

Sunday, July 8 
yuMEN – DuNHuANG

A long journey more than ten hours with the trucks stopping to cool down every few 
minutes – Russian type jeeps. The Chinese can be very obtuse: eschewed waterholes 
and oases and stopped in the boiling sun every time including lunch which was eaten 
with the sun glaring down. Tremendous number of trucks along Husi – Dunhuang 
road and makes one think there may be something in these stories of S. Xinjiang. 
Eventually arrived exhausted at Dunhuang a beautiful oasis but were relieved by gift 
of small peaches for dinner from director’s wife. Saved my life as all water and tea in 
this part has a very funny taste. Had a general planning talk and walk round after din-
ner to prepare for tomorrow. Even if we only stay a few hours it will be worthwhile.

Monday, July 9 
DuNHuANG

A great and memorable day looking round the caves which exceed all that I had heard 
about them. The director is a dedicated man who obviously loves his job. One of the nic-
est people I have met in China and is one of the intellectuals China must use. I thought 
the portraits of Lenin were a bit overdone and wonder what a man with his apparent 
sensitivity really thinks of the frightful Russian paintings and posters which were on 
his walls. Caves in a way looked like those at Sienna … I think ‘open city’ depredations 
of British French and American archaeologists, soldiers, peasants and White Russians 
have done untold damage. Visited an old lama who had portraits of Mao, Zhu The and 
Stalin behind the Buddha and between representations of heaven and hell. Chen Hui 
felt very good with him and I wonder how much it cost him to fold his hands and bow. 
Is this the old Chinese reverence for age coming out? A better journey on return (all 
about caves in notebook) and we had time to visit Anxi. Peking’s writ here again with 
a number of obvious cadres and other prigs and some rather nice villagers. On and on 
through the night past a multitude of trucks carrying construction materials and pipes 
for the new oilfield at Tsaidam. I was wrong last night. Drivers were bloody inefficient 
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with such things as changing wheels. I could have rationalised their work. If this is 
typical then China is going to take a long time to catch up. Eventually got back to Yu-
men after three and this written following day at Jiuquan Airport after only a few 
hours sleep. The Chinese are going for the big things but lagging on the simple.

Tuesday, July 10 
yuMEN – uRuMCHI

Dreadful day. Started early and arrived at Jiuquan Airport about two hours too soon. 
Said goodbye to Locquin, who took my films to Sun for me. The flight to Hami was 
appalling and as we ashen faced passengers climbed out of the plane we were in no fit 
state to see if Marco Polo’s remarks about the girls’ hospitality still held. There were 
not even any melons and we toyed with a little tinned fruit while Chen Hui tucked 
into a big lunch. Tom’s heel was bad and the little medical attendant was delighted to 
have a change from sick passengers and went about his work as if performing a major 
operation. Then on to Urumchi and a much better stage. Victorian looking airport 
and Russian influence immediately apparent in architecture. Man like Lord Kitchener 
loaded luggage and then to fairish hotel where ate huge slices of melon and went to 
sleep exhausted. No rods to hold stair carpet in place.

Wednesday, July 11 
uRuMCHI

Day of interviews and from first apparent that Hans were to be in background. Amus-
ing vice mayor but not very competent I should say who took up the whole morning 
talking round the point. In afternoon to arrange details of tours with foreign ministry 
bureau. Efficient sort of chap with I should say quite considerable powers here. Then 
on to dinner with newspaper people. All minorities except for one and seem to have 
pretty good organisation but still the boring content. It is amusing that none of them 
have taken the slightest news interest in us. Dinner in editor in chief’s house with 
Uighur food including mare’s milk which I found surprisingly good and not unlike 
buttermilk though my one attempt at the latter was disastrous some twenty years ago. 
Then round the paper and took some pictures which won’t come out I am sure.

Thursday, July 12 
uRuMCHI

Visits today of the more formal sort but not without interest. Machine mending shop, 
coop farm and power station. Lois tired out she is ill and objected inter alia to clapping 
as we left first. Must observe customs of country. I feel a fool clapping back but do so. 
This was spontaneous anyway. She was recovered by evening when we went to see 
General Dao Shiyue [Tao Shih-yueh] head of construction corps who simply splendid. 
Staring eyes very bright and might be opium. Nervous at first but blossomed forth and 
seemed prepared to tell us everything. Han assistant taking notes looked like James 
Cagney. Obviously an efficient organisation. In evening a Uighur film. Real melodrama 
and would have delighted Edwardian or late Victorian audiences. Enjoyed it none the 
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less for the scenery was beautiful. Leading actors were quite dreadful especially juve-
nile lead who did a sort of Valentino stare most of the time.

Friday, July 13 
uRuMCHI

A long day spent visiting the new town built by soldiers at Shi Hou Ze [Shih Ho Tse]. 
Best story yet both pictorially and for writing. State farms run like military operation. 
Long hours (are they kidding?) but better pay than most peasants and good amenities. 
Bright airy store with no Russian goods on sale. This combined by the presence of Joe 
everywhere in Urumchi is proof enough that Russians no longer have much influence 
here. Mass persuasion and the group volunteer together is the reason for their being. 
Clever of Communists to know that once people have moved in the army it is much 
easier to keep them. Obviously the preparation for huge population shifts. Back home 
late after good day. Our hosts were all delightful. Had a row with Teslic but made it up 
almost immediately I am glad to say. He said I was malicious in my questioning …

Saturday, July 14 
uRuMCHI

A fruitless day looking for nomads in the hills without success except for wonderful 
views and a splendid walk. Teslic and I climbed a peak leaving others behind and I 
felt delighted but old when I got to the top. Chen Hui looked like Chairman Mao as he 
strode ahead of us on the way back – he liked being at the front. I wonder if he will ever 
be foreign minister. After fruitless searches among the wild flowers which all looked 
very English gave it up and went home for a quiet evening in which I slept.

Sunday, July 15 
uRuMCHI

A lovely sunny day in which we found the nomads and spent our time eating, talk-
ing and taking pictures. I had a ride on the most uncomfortable saddle. Very free and 
easy people and not much of a cooperative. In fact coupled with the evening’s crowd  
jostling and nearly rioting at the theatre I can’t see the efficiency of socialism getting 
here for a long time. Chen Hui’s reaction was interesting as they tried to force their 
way into the theatre. I think the Chinese are being particularly sensible about this 
business and are really not trying to hurry things. So long as they have the major con-
trol of development and get the resources they are prepared to let the nationalities go 
their own way. A sheep was slaughtered for us and we drank great quantities of mare’s 
milk with the Kazakhs. Probably the finest scenery in China and wonderful people. 
In evening to theatre to see various dances and songs. A great experience in that by 
the paying crowd this is obviously living theatre and not just folk art in the worst 
sense. Rowdy, whistling and very unlike a Chinese audience. Lois left early. I just can’t  
understand her.
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Monday, July 16 
uRuMCHI

Hectic day tying up loose ends. In morning to textile mill – routine but the charm-
ing manager had a paternalistic air in the Victorian tradition knowing names of his 
workers and talking with them. Then a general interview with Saifuddin which useful 
mainly for the personal touches. A figurehead I should say and not very able though 
penetrating eyes and an interesting face. Surprise lunch with him and drinks of all 
sorts including some frightful Russian champagne. Afternoon to take pictures at en-
semble where got some good ones in both colour and b & w of dancers, singers and 
orchestra. Then to see drivers and shops before final speechmaking dinner with For-
eign Office people and that very nice editor who brought me copies of newspapers I 
wanted. In ensemble Soviet youth whose father working here. Saw Soviet Consulate 
which big but would say influence is Russian rather than Soviet and there are a consid-
erable number of White Russians about and many more Eurasians though difficult to 
tell sometimes as these nationalities have interesting and diverse faces. As Tom, who 
is surprisingly knowledgeable said, it is anthropologist’s dream.

Tuesday, July 17 
uRuMCHI – LANzHou

For first time in my life was sick in a plane. And I didn’t get to bag in time so had to 
wear shorts for rest of day. Between Jiuquan and Lanzhou which I thought would be 
all right and was not until we landed when I could not control bile after feeling very 
well five minutes before. Left Lois and Chen Hui at Urumchi and others at Hami. No 
interview at Lanzhou but had tour of town and saw lots of interest including huge 
goods yards piled high with construction materials. Nice man from Shanghai took me 
round. Now accountant at hotel and formerly on North China evening news at Shang-
hai. Seemed genuinely to like it here and was pleased to talk English again. Felt tired 
but made myself write up this journal. If I had left it to Peking I should never have 
caught up.

Wednesday, July 18 
LANCHoW – PEkING

A pleasant journey back to Peking where lots of letters and papers awaiting me. People 
spoke to me in English on the train and had quite a long conversation with a friend-
ly English engineer. Spent a quietish evening doing a little work but not much. Alex  
Josy called.

Travel to the Northwest
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XII.

Nostalgia in the Forbidden City

Many Europeans, including Marco Polo and the Jesuits who accompanied him 
to China, have been entranced by Peking. It feeds their nostalgia and it has 

been said, “Spend an afternoon there and you will stay for ever.” That saying, like so 
many other ‘Chinese’ proverbs, was doubtless written by some European expatriate. 
Although modern developments make much of it out of date, in my view the best guide 
book about the Chinese capital is In Search of Old Peking. It was published by two jour-
nalists, L. C. Arlington and William Lewisohn, in 1936. It starts thus:

The magic of Peking, the worldwide fame and charm of this city of enchantment, spring 
from an enduring source. For nearly three centuries it was the capital of a mighty empire, 
the seat of some of the ablest, most cultured, and most artistic monarchs who have ever sat 
on a throne. On its embellishment they lavished continual care and attention and expended 
vast sums of money.

Would twenty-first century visitors and those competing in the 2008 Olympic 
Games share this delight, and would they react as Arlington, Lewisohn and I did over 
fifty years ago? In 1956, the city would have been recognisable to those who had lived 
there decades, or even centuries, earlier. They would have found their way around 
without difficulty. Would that I had found it as easy in 2007, when I returned for the 
sixth or seventh time since living there for thirty months in the late 1950s.

My first view of the Forbidden City was from the air, as our non-pressurised plane 
circled to land. I could also make out the huge walls which for centuries enclosed 
much of the central area of Peking. It was an exciting taster and I could not wait to 
explore. In the same way, a few years earlier the view of the great Burmese pagoda, the 
Shwe Dagon, from a plane, made me impatient to land in Rangoon.

Peking’s airport, now one of the best in the world, could then be described with flat-
tery as ‘third world’. And the drive into the city would have made nervous souls won-
der if they would ever arrive. A multi-lane highway has since been built. But in 1956, 
it was just one lane in either direction. It was not simply ancient-looking, over-loaded 
lorries that slowed everything down. Carts and barrows, pulled by bullocks or horses 
or humans, were still the main method of transporting agricultural produce, building 
materials and fuel. Most seemed incredibly ancient and decrepit, with wobbly wheels 
and over-laden. Even if the peasants had wanted to move faster (which they didn’t), the 
carts had just one pace – very slow. The frequent hold-ups were made worse by people 
from local villages carrying what seemed like impossible burdens. All of them – lorry 



172 | MAO'S TOE 173|

drivers, animals and peasants – assumed, as in so many other parts of Asia, that they 
had an equal – and probably centuries-old – right to take that route. Their assumption 
of priority did not bow to authority. Even cavalcades of official cars carrying impor-
tant guests to and from the airport could be delayed. I saw some tremendous rows, and 
it was not always certain that the police would come out on top. It was one of the signs 
of an inherent rebelliousness, individuality and bloody-mindedness of many Chinese, 
even though they were living in a strictly controlled society which watched over their 
every action. The argumentative nature and absolute certainty of most Chinese was 
not going to be crushed by authority – at least not in small, parochial matters.

It was carts and erratically driven or broken down lorries that proved a hazard on 
the rural roads; in Peking it was the cyclists. There seemed to be millions of them: and 
indeed there were. Even in a strictly controlled country like China, cyclists, like their 
brethren throughout the world, show a brand of defiant superiority and a frequent 
cavalier attitude to traffic regulations. In the more obvious places, such as the grand 
boulevard which, since earliest times, has run from north to south across the city, they 
would stop for a policeman directing traffic. But once they were waved on, a phalanx 
of probably hundreds would sweep forward inexorably. I was once foolish enough to 
think that I could get across a street on foot quickly in front of an advancing mass 
which had left the traffic lights further up the street. I was not fast enough, and was 
engulfed by what seemed like thousands of pedalling citizens. How they managed to 
avoid me remains a mystery.

There were very few cars fifty years ago, in startling contrast to 2007, when it is mo-
tors, rather than the cycles, that cause endless jams and are a danger to pedestrians. 
Their proliferation demonstrates the growing affluence of a section of urban Chinese. 
Soon after my arrival, I was able to import a car from Hong Kong. It was then one 
of the relatively few in the capital. Most seemed to be government limousines with 
curtained windows which sped unidentifiable officials or party members through the 
streets to the endless meetings that dominated life at all levels. There were numbers 
of diplomatic cars and a few, very few, taxis. But I cannot remember noticing another 
privately-owned car during my time in China.

My international licence was accepted without question and there was no sugges-
tion of a test. For much of the time I used a driver, but at weekends I drove on expedi-
tions and picnics in the surrounding countryside. If I had cables to file, or a Foreign 
Ministry briefing to attend in the middle of the night, I also drove. Otherwise, I left 
things to Wang Chongmao. He must, without doubt, have had official approval when 
I engaged him. He was paid the wage laid down by the authorities for Chinese work-
ing for foreigners. He worked efficiently as a driver and nothing more. He might oc-
casionally run an errand for me, but nothing other than routine shopping or delivering 
letters. Lao Wang (Old Wang), as I called him, was able to get the car through the 
guarded gates of most ministries, to find places to park, and to talk down police who 
might try to stop us. His approach to officials tended to be peremptory. Perhaps that 
was one of the reasons that he was later, as I describe elsewhere, to get into serious 
trouble with the authorities.

Nostalgia in the Forbidden City

There were no passing places on the airport road, which was probably amongst 
the busiest in China at that time. Drivers had to seize what opportunities they could 
to overtake. As I discovered myself when driving in the countryside, many Chinese 
seemed to think motoring was an exciting game of ‘chicken’. They would hog the cen-
tre of the road and it did not matter that an oncoming vehicle was doing the same. 
At the last moment, one, or probably both, would swerve. On that first journey, I was 
quite relaxed, for I had met that sort of driving in many places including Burma, Cey-
lon and Vietnam. There are still a great number of cycles in the capital, but far fewer 
than in 1956. They remain, particularly outside the cities, still the best way for an indi-
vidual to travel. But, for many, it would once have been too expensive an item to pur-
chase. Otherwise, people walked. Buses and trams were infrequent and unbelievably 
overcrowded.

I bought a bicycle and was thus able to join the throng. The Chinese naturally stare. 
It is not rude. I was certainly an oddity to them; for as far as I could tell, none of the 
Russians or other Eastern Europeans, who made up the vast majority of foreigners 
in the capital in those days, would have deigned to do anything as lowly as cycle. For 
them, it was cars. I used my bike to the go to the telegraph office, to shop and to get 
some exercise. Soon I was to become as assertive a rider as all the rest.

One of my favourite methods of transport, however, was the pedicab (bicycle rick-
shaw). A few of these machines are seen in western cities these days, usually driven by 
‘resting’ actors or needy students. Those in Peking were mostly dilapidated and looked 
very ancient: just like many of their drivers. There were, I was told, about 25,000 of 
these plying the streets. They were cheap, even at the special prices charged to for-
eigners. It was a wonderful way to travel. In the bitter winter wind, one would have a 
rather grubby looking rug placed across the knees. For many of the drivers, this had 
another use as bedclothes; for they slept sitting in the passenger seat, with their feet 
on the pedals.

The pedicab was their home for I don’t think many of them had another. They would 
eat their rice bought from roadside stalls while they waited for custom outside one of 
the hotels or at the railway station. Did they ever wash? It didn’t look like it, and their 
clothes were ragged and padded against the winter cold. The drivers needed to be 
strong, and, though some were indeed ancient, they were tough and remarkably agile. 
They knew their way about and how to get to the most obscure parts of the city. A few 
spoke a little bit of English, but all had a knack of guessing just where some foreigner 
wanted to go, even when communication was by sign language. The faint-hearted pas-
senger would quail when the driver, at an intersection, would carry straight on as if 
crossing traffic did not exist. On a busy street, they would turn round ignoring other 
traffic completely. They had absolutely no respect for anyone else on the move. They 
assumed a right of way.

There was clearly some clever communication system at work among those who 
sought regular foreign clientele. Once one was known and a routine established, your 
regular would, even at the most unlikely hour, be there outside the hotel or office or 
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restaurant or ministry without being told. It seemed like an unspoken, unwritten and 
very informal contract. But it was none the worse or less efficient for its unspoken ar-
rangement. I cannot remember ever coming across a female driver, though women did 
every sort of heavy manual work. The reason might have been that the Chinese were 
basically as conservative a group as any taxi driver in the world.

Unsurprisingly, the authorities didn’t like this unruly bunch of individuals. Their 
trade was considered an affront to human dignity – one man towing another. I would 
suspect that they did not trust them, for they were just the sort of people who might 
join a mob of protesters. In a strictly controlled society, they were a problem, but they 
served a great need, and it was not until more buses and cars appeared on the roads 
that they were gradually abolished. But they did not completely vanish and there are 
still a few of them serving mainly tourists while others ply the streets in the suburbs.

My chap answered to the name of Wang. I never knew his real name, his age or his 
history, even though I tried to enquire on several occasions. All he would tell me was 
that he came from the country. I couldn’t find out if he was a member of a pedicab co-
operative, but I suspected there was some sort of control. Did he provide the authori-
ties with details of my movements and the places I visited? I would not be surprised 
if that had been the case. I guess he was in his forties; strongly built and with a great 
liking for Maotai, the fierce Chinese spirit made of sorghum. I was one of the few for-
eigners who also liked it, and I sometimes gave him a bottle, and on occasion we had 
a glass together.

Wang often seemed to go out of his way to give me a sight of places I might not oth-
erwise have seen. He seemed to know exactly the sort of places which might interest 
me. Over a period of thirty months, I came to know city well by walking, bicycling and 
in a pedicab. The environs I explored by car at weekends and that was one of the ways 
I relaxed during this time in the Chinese capital.

But above all, Peking was a wonderful city in which to walk. Thus, I was able to 
wander through older residential parts of the city, now alas swept away to enable a 
modern city of offices, factories and workers’ flats to be built. Lanes, called hutongs, 
after the Mongol word for a well round which the houses were built, covered much of 
the central part of the city. Many were considered part of Peking’s architectural attrac-
tion: all were intriguing and some mysterious. Millions lived within the area covered 
by these lanes. Often it was in awful poverty, but, of course, propinquity meant that 
authoritarian rulers from Kublai Khan to Mao Tsetung could make use of a natural 
intelligence network to find out what people were thinking. At the same time, govern-
ment diktats could be circulated through the Great Khan’s agents or the Communists’ 
street committees. 

It was wandering along the hutungs that one was likely to see, in those days, a very 
visible sign of Old China – elderly women hobbling on tiny feet covered by what were 
described as ‘lotus shoes’. The practice of binding the feet of little girls, aged six or 
under, went back to the seventh century. The agonising process, by which tight ban-
dages made feet deformed, originally practised by dancers, spread to the wealthier, 
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and eventually was adopted by many in all classes, except the poorest. Over the cen-
turies, there had been many attempts to ban this barbarous habit; but it was not until 
modern times, with the influence of westerners and particularly missionaries, that 
a ban was effective. The Communists, and indeed the modernising Nationalists be-
fore them, succeeded in (as far as could be judged) completely abolishing the practice. 
Thus, the women I saw must have been very old indeed. Why was it done? Was it a 
status symbol, originally adopted by high ranking families to impress the Emperor? 
Was it aesthetically pleasing to the Chinese male? Or was it, as some have suggested, 
erotically pleasing and thus stimulated desires?

But what attracted me, in my wanderings, were the high-walled compounds at the 
end of many lanes. I often used to peer through a moon gate to the formal garden be-
yond. Moon gates set in a wall were once the preserves of the noblest and wealthiest, 
but latterly had become common. They can now be seen at the entrance to many Chi-
nese restaurants all over the world. Originally, they had a spiritual meaning but were 
also there to provide an attractive and inviting entrance. Occasionally, I was allowed 
to step inside by some bemused gatekeeper. He would doubtless have reported to the 
street committee the suspicious and seemingly aimless activities of this foreign devil. 
I would see formal gardens created many years before, and buildings where utility 
had not displaced the beauty of perfect proportion. Who lived there in these relics of 
past days? I was never sure. I speculated that they might be survivors of old families or 
modern Party favourites. One of two fortunate members of the diplomatic corps lived 
in one of those old houses.

I remember being invited into one of these homes to interview Guo Moruo [Kuo 
Mo-jo], a Marxist poet of world renown. I wanted to talk about the role of the intel-
lectual in modern China, and the interview had been arranged by the Press Depart-
ment of the Foreign Ministry. He was chairman of the Chinese Academy of Sciences 
and seemed to be on every committee and delegation, and made frequent appearances 
at official functions. I had clinked glassed with him on several occasions, but now he 
was receiving me at home. It was quite an honour as such interviews normally took 
place in sterile offices. The couple of rooms in which he received me were compact and 
almost spartan in their simplicity, with a few pieces of traditional furniture; whether 
genuine or reproduction I could not tell. But I could not believe there was any question 
about the genuineness of the many scrolls which he showed me with pride after our 
formal interview was over. He explained the significance of centuries-old examples of 
calligraphy and also unrolled a number of ancient paintings. Like every Chinese who 
is a serious collector, these treasured and very valuable scrolls were not hung on the 
walls for all to see. They were kept in a specially-constructed cupboard, and each roll 
was produced with some reverence – and perhaps condescension – to any visitor who 
might show interest and perhaps expertise.

Guo had been a supporter in writing and actions of the Communist movement from 
the 1920s, and since 1949 (universally referred to as the Liberation), he and people 
like him were held up as an example of Mao’s version of the ‘big tent’. But this did not 
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mean that he would escape the vitriol of Madame Mao and her hysterical acolytes 
as the Cultural Revolution got under way. After he was verbally attacked, Guo, now 
nearing eighty, had humiliatingly apologised for all his previous words and thoughts 
and actions. He denounced all his own writings and urged that his books be burned 
so that the young would not be contaminated with outworn ideas. He performed this 
abject self-criticism doubtless to avoid being assaulted by the youthful mobs waving 
copies of the Chairman’s Little Red Book. But he may also have felt that by early self-
abasement and by admitting his guilty past, he would perhaps avoid the invasion of 
his home by one of the gangs. Had they entered his house, they would doubtless have 
torn up all those scrolls as representing all that Mme Mao’s disciples were taught was 
old and bad. They might have spared the old man, but would have enjoyed cutting up 
the scrolls and smashing the porcelain which I had so admired. I am sure he did not 
allow me to see the very best pieces. These would be kept in drawers to be shown only 
to the most favoured and appreciative of his friends. It was lucky the Red Guards did 
not see them.

Over the years, when discussing the depredations of the Cultural Revolution with 
Chinese friends, I have often gone on to deplore the destruction, by well-meaning city 
planners acting in the name of progress, of so much of the old part of the Peking which 
I knew and loved. These friends have mostly received my complaints with derision. 
Life, they say, was in fact much easier in a government apartment, however small and 
however awful it might look to me from the outside. They would say that I am a ‘West-
ern romantic’ who is against progress; usually adding, “You would have hated to live 
or work in those old places. Most of the houses were without any facilities.”

✴

Nowadays, I find my memory is often dominated by a dim, and no doubt somewhat 
romanticised, nostalgia. As I saunter through eighty years of recollections, I find I 
need signposts.

One is on the road between Oxford and Cheltenham. When I look down on the  
Windrush valley, I know I am back in the Cotswolds: I remember when I was nine or 
ten and shot my first rabbit in a field beside that stream; I am on the way to the Forest 
of Dean, where my forebears were miners or sheep stealers, and where, in the mid-
nineteenth century, my grandfather was a senior police officer.

Then there is that prospect of the Wando Vale in the Western District of Victoria. It 
was in those parts that the much-disliked English explorer, Major Thomas Mitchell, 
exclaimed with great foresight in 1836, “Australia Felix” [Lucky and fruitful Austra-
lia]. On a sheep station near there, I received one of the most important lessons in my 
life: an Australian doctor, who had left medicine for the land, taught me to question 
everything; never to let my scepticism turn into cynicism; and, quoting Oscar Wilde, 
explained that life is far too important a thing to be taken seriously.

The third is from a corner of one of the courtyards of the Forbidden City in the 
centre of Peking. From there, I could see the roof of Ci Ning Gong [Tz’u Ning Kung] 
(the Palace of Peace and Tranquillity). It, and others in the distance, looked not  
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unlike ships, and seemed to sail away against an ice-blue sky. I thought of that corner as 
my secret place; where I went frequently to read, and reflect on how lucky I was to be  
living in one of the world’s great cities.

My signposts are clear mental pictures of unforgettable views which lead to thoughts 
of happiness. These views are in England, Australia and China. They lead me to recall 
achievement against a background of great happiness.



Book Three
✴

Hell's Barking Cur
Essays in the History of English Journalism



180 | HELL'S BARKING CUR 181|A Nasty Trade

J ournalists have always been despised, hated, and scorned because they are 
feared. They are alternatively accused of being of no account, or of having too 

much influence. We are not popular because – it must be admitted – we are frequently 
not very nice people. I recently found in a cutting from Private Eye where the play-
wright, Arnold Wesker, was quoted as saying, “As I write this piece [on working as a 
reporter] I make the discovery of what it feels like to be a journalist … a shit.” Some 
years ago I scribbled against it, “too true.”

Authority sees news as a very dangerous commodity, and the sixteenth and seven-
teenth century view, held by both Church and State, was that ordinary people should 
not be trusted with information; particularly information about the way in which de-
cisions were arrived at. News writers were not actually described as ‘sturdy beggars’, 
as were actors and itinerant musicians, but that is how they were perceived. This has 
persisted until our own time. Civil servants and ministers are reluctant to be open 
with the facts, as is displayed by the continuing obstacles faced by attempts to imple-
ment the Freedom of Information Act in Britain.

As so often when composing lectures or articles, on starting these essays, I consult-
ed the commonplace book into which I have placed interesting snippets for more than 
half a century. It did not let me down. I found the book’s title in an epitaph to March-
mont Nedham, a seventeenth century pamphleteer, considered by some to be the first 
English journalist, and by many of his contemporaries as a prize bastard:

Here lies Britannicus, Hell’s barking cur, 
That son of Belial who kept damed stir:
And every Mayday spent his stock of spleen
In venomous railing on the King and Queen
Who tho’ they both in goodness may forgive him, 
Yet for his safety we’ll in Hell receive him.1 

‘Hell’s Barking Cur’. Is that a description that would please a journalist’s many critics? 
I am sure that it would be seized on with glee by politicians, businessmen and those 
who have betrayed what Rudyard Kipling described as “that old black art we call the 
daily press.” These latter are those who have gone into public relations or become gov-
ernment spokesmen. Many of these, who were once competent reporters, make use 
of their skill to lie, obscure and spin. Three hundred years after Nedham, the general 
image has not changed.

✴

I.

A Nasty Trade
“Here lies Britannicus, Hell’s barking cur,”
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At the age of seventy-five, and after more than fifty years in the trade, I was brooding 
in late 2002 on the continuing attacks on the media and the denigration of journalists. 
Had it always been thus? Were we ever considered ‘respectable’? Over the centuries, 
had we ever played a major role in ensuring the general liberties of the people? Have 
we continued to play a vital part in exposing the pretensions and general crookedness 
of our political masters? Or have many of us been inclined to overstate that role?

I contemplated doing a PhD thesis on the image of the journalist over the years and 
whether it had changed, but was very rightly warned against that project by academic 
friends. Even though there are so many books on journalism, I decided to write one 
which I hoped would attract the general public, but which the experts and students 
would also find worthwhile. The result is part personal history and part essays on 
some historical aspects of journalism.

When I started to write this book, the military campaign against Saddam Hussein 
was imminent. The threat posed by his weapons of mass destruction was the main 
reason given to the British people for their country’s involvement. By the time I had 
finished writing, the war was over and it had become quite clear that the public had 
been misled by the Prime Minster, Tony Blair. Even those who had supported Britain’s 
part (including myself) had begun to question whether the lies were deliberate, or the 
result of typical intelligence incompetence.

The naïve might have thought that the death of the Ministry of Defence expert, Dr 
David Kelly, and the subsequent Inquiry headed by Lord Hutton, a senior judge on the 
verge of retirement, would prove an embarrassment to the Government. They did not 
take into account the ability of the Establishment (politicians, the civil service and 
judiciary) to ensure that any investigation was blinkered and would produce a white-
wash. The legendary Australian politician, Henry Bolte, for many years Premier of 
the State of Victoria, was adamant on the subject of public inquiries. He said he would 
never set one up “unless I was absolutely certain of the outcome.”

Hutton’s report was more than satisfactory to the Government, for it resulted in 
journalists and the BBC getting the blame. For all the brave talk of ministers of every 
party over the years, independence which results in awkward questions and criticism 
is not something they want from a public service broadcasting organisation. That was 
certainly the case in 1956, when the BBC’s reports did not minimise the wide divisions 
in the country over Britain’s aggression against Egypt, in cahoots with France and 
Israel, after the nationalisation of the Suez Canal. It was so again, in 2003, with its 
reporting of the war against Iraq.

The BBC’s enemies in some newspapers and the Government were helped by the 
slovenly journalism of Andrew Gilligan, and the incompetent and inept handling of 
the whole affair by governors and executive. They gave ammunition to those who, 
like Blair’s spin doctor, Alastair Campbell, have forsaken journalism to become gov-
ernment apparatchiks and stooges. They hate the BBC for the very reason that they 
cannot control it. In 2005, Downing Street orchestrated criticism of John Humphrys, 
one of the BBC’s outstanding journalists. His crime? He asked penetrating questions;  

suggested that the BBC had been mainly right over the Kelly affair; generally appeared 
to show contempt for ministers; and in an after dinner speech ridiculed with spicy  
language several members of the Government. (He was, in fact, quoting Campbell, 
who is noted for his bad language.) His apparent contempt for politicians in general is 
an attitude that is shared by a large proportion of the population. It always has been; 
and politicians have always been self-important and sensitive.

Alas, their antipathy is shared by too many print journalists, as is shown by leader 
comments and slanted stories. Sometimes this is due to proprietors who hate the whole 
idea of public service broadcasting; but often it is simply old-fashioned prejudice.

It is a dangerous game for journalists to play. If governments do have a direct con-
trol over the editorial content of the BBC, how long will it be before they try the same 
with the print media? The signs are already there. As the editor of The Times, Robert 
Thomson, warned in a speech to the Newspaper Press Fund,2 the new broadcasting 
regulator, Ofcom, is something to worry about because “this is a regulator looking for 
things to regulate.” He added that its chairman, Lord Currie, “almost finds it difficult 
to disguise his contempt for newspapers.”

The more pessimistic among us see Ofcom as further evidence of the ambition of 
politicians to control what is written. As examples in this book show, they have been 
trying to do it for centuries, and their traditional dislike of journalists has not dimin-
ished. After chairing the 1974 Royal Commission on the Press, the eminent sociologist 
and adviser to Labour governments, Professor Oliver McGregor,* stated that “it took 
me a few months to realise that the outstanding characteristics of the politicians’ at-
titude towards the press is that they all, of whatever party, hated it at bottom.”

On the other hand, McGregor noted that “we found people bought newspapers and 
to a large extent liked what they bought and went on buying them only because they 
like them”.3

✴

A low opinion of journalists has represented the widespread view held, certainly in 
England, throughout the second half of the twentieth century. In the United States, 
the First Amendment of the Constitution which guarantees that Congress shall make 
no law that abridges “the freedom of speech or the press” has given them status. Thus 
many American journalists take themselves very seriously indeed.

But has the poor image of the hack remained the same since the seventeenth century?  
The word hack, which sensitive souls among today’s reporters abhor, derives from the 
eighteenth century use of the word hackney to mean to hire out or prostitute oneself.4 
That low view has been the opinion of most politicians and a good number of intellec-
tuals ever since. In 1956, Randolph Churchill, son of the wartime Prime Minister, sued 
People for calling him a ‘hack’. It was considered a libel and he was awarded damages 
of £5,000. Almost certainly, he would not win today, for the word is now generally  

*The Lord McGregor of Durris was to become Chairman of the newly formed Press Complaints  
Commission in 1991.
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accepted as being only very slightly uncomplimentary and certainly not damaging.
For some of us, it is a badge of honour. It certainly was so to H. L. Mencken, the great 

American reporter, who described journalism as “that sad but gaudy trade.” The ‘Sage 
of Baltimore’,* as he was known, was a trenchant commentator on the American scene 
in the twenties and thirties. His attacks on Prohibition were devastating. He greatly 
admired Kipling.

One hundred and fifty years earlier, according to Samuel Johnson’s biographer, James  
Boswell, Dr Johnson was likely to proclaim that he would rather dine with Jack Ketch, 
the name given to the public hangman, than with Jack Wilkes, the agitator, journalist and  
Member of Parliament. Actually they did dine together, were very courteous and had a 
splendid time.5 The great lexicographer admittedly had profound political differences with  
Wilkes. But Boswell suggesting that Johnson would liken him to someone who was a hated 
and sadistic public executioner was not surprising in the seventeenth century. Even though 
he was himself a hack, it represented the feeling of many of his contemporaries.

It is arguable that in modern times attacks on journalism have become more bitter 
and certainly better publicised. This is partly the result of mutual antipathy because 
of the general disenchantment with politics, and the questioning by some of wheth-
er politicians’ debates and activities still have much of a place in modern society. As 
had always been the case, the politicians blame everyone but themselves for this, and 
in particular reporters whom they accuse of ‘trivialising’ everything. Not long after 
leaving his Downing Street job, Campbell joined the attack. He accused the media 
of ‘relentless negativity’ which was damaging democracy by turning people’s natural 
scepticism into a near-phobia of politics. In a speech to the Foreign Press Association, 
in December 2003, he said “relentless, often 24-hour degrading of politics, politicians 
and anything they may have to say or do does nobody any good, including the me-
dia.” He seems to think this is something new. He would have had plenty to criticise 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, when journalists and caricaturists never 
troubled to hide their contempt for politicians.

Those who criticise journalists for denigrating politics – and they include Campbell 
– rarely suggest that perhaps it is the calibre of the politicians themselves that needs 
examining. Too many of them, these days, have been lecturers and teachers or soci-
ologists or advertising and public relations executives or indeed journalists. Gone are 
the days when the knights of the shires and those described as ‘the horny-handed sons 
of toil’ were MPs. The majority of those had experienced proper jobs or responsibili-
ties, and thus had first-hand knowledge of the people they represented and of the real 
world. They were workers and trade union officials, or had run estates or managed 
businesses. Now many go straight from university to work in think tanks, and then 
as special advisers, before going into Parliament and often becoming ministers. They 
have never had a proper job.

*Mencken (1880–1956) was a columnist on the Baltimore Sun, revered Mark Twain and Joseph Conrad, 
and was described as ‘the American Nietzsche’.

Perhaps one of the reasons journalists often behave badly is because, nowadays, they 
do hold politicians and public servants in contempt. There is a reason for this which 
was happily expressed by the writer Geoffrey Wansell’s aphorism – “honour will only 
come back into public life when it pays.” Politicians are mesmerised by a press they 
cannot understand. They are apt to underestimate it when it is strong, and overesti-
mate it when it is weak. It is noteworthy that often those who described themselves as 
journalists are among the strongest and most vitriolic critics of their old trade. Once 
they have been elected to the House of Commons or become government press offi-
cers, they conveniently forget their origins and former pride.

In late Victorian times, the trade of journalism was considered by many people as 
being not quite nice. Practitioners were not always hated, but they were, with a few 
exceptions, held in low regard. It was acceptable to be a part-time journalist if you had 
some other intellectual or military expertise. Serving officers, like Winston Churchill, 
could, for example, act as correspondents and not generally become déclassé.

Now, with media studies a popular course at many universities, journalism has be-
come respectable, and indeed a career sought by many middle-class boys and girls. It 
does add another easy A to your GCSE portfolio. Is the trade (they probably wrongly 
think of themselves as a profession) becoming respectable? Some are drawn to it as an 
alternative to teaching and for want of anything else; some see it as a route to a politi-
cal career. When I started in 1950, graduates were a small minority. Most journalists 
had joined local newspapers straight from school, where they learned the trade from 
tough chief reporters and literate chief sub-editors who insisted on absolute accuracy 
and grammatical English.

Among the people who came into journalism by the old route were the reporters I 
have most admired among the many I have worked with in the last fifty years. They 
saw themselves as just that – reporters. They include people such as the wonderful 
Clare Hollingworth, the incomparable James Cameron of the News Chronicle and later 
The Guardian, Noel Monks and Ann Leslie of the Daily Mail, Richard Hughes of the 
Sunday Times, and Charles Wheeler of the BBC. That’s just a few of them off the top of 
my head. There are plenty more and they are more than just names to my generation. 
All these did the job in a straightforward manner because they liked what they were 
doing. Even if they took their jobs seriously, they certainly did not take themselves 
seriously.

In the 1950s, news about the media (as it was not then generally called) or about 
journalists was rarely considered to be real news. Now, scarcely a day goes by without 
some personal or professional expose of a journalist. Have we asked for increasing 
criticism by much self-serving public introspection on television or in often overrated 
memoirs?

✴

From my childhood, I, like Sage of Baltimore, have been devoted to the works of 
Rudyard Kipling. I was, and am, entranced by Kim – one of the great novels in the 
language. In the 1940s and ’50s, such an interest would have been considered by the 
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majority of my teachers at school and university to be perverse. From a literary and 
ideological point of view, he was ‘unsound’.

Kipling gave me my first – and enduring – romantic view of journalism. He was 
himself an outstanding reporter, having started his career on The Civil and Military 
Gazette in Lahore (then in undivided India, now in Pakistan). He was later to report 
from South Africa during the Boer War. In 1913, in a story called The Village that Voted 
the Earth was Flat, he included a poem, ‘The Press’, which, unsurprisingly for Kipling, 
gives a suitably bombastic declaration of our power.

It begins:

The Soldier may forget his Sword,
The Sailorman the Sea,
The Mason may forget the Word
And the Priest his litany:
The maid may forget both jewel and jem,
And the Bride her wedding dress –
But the Jew shall forget Jerusalem
Ere we forget the Press!

and ends:

The Pope may launch his Interdict,
The Union its decree,
But the bubble is blown and the bubble is pricked
By Us and such as We,
Remember the battle and stand aside
While the Thrones and Powers confess
That King over all the children of pride
Is the Press – the Press – the Press.

The power of the Press, in its basic role of the Fourth Estate, is one thing that has 
certainly not changed over the years: nor should it. The phrase, ‘fourth estate’, almost 
never used these days, was probably invented by the historian, Thomas Babbington 
Macaulay. Writing about the reporting of Parliament in the Edinburgh Review in 1828, 
he said:

The gallery in which the reporters sit has become a fourth estate of the realm. The  
publication of debates, a practice which seemed to most liberal statesmen of the old school 
full of danger to the great safeguards of public liberty, is now regarded by many persons as a 
safeguard, tantamount, and more than tantamount, to all the rest together.

The playwright, Tom Stoppard, started his working life in Bristol on the Western  
Daily Press. In his 1978 play, Night and Day, he gives as good an impression as any 
of their philosophy. Ruth, the embittered older woman, sums up the current view 
when she declares: “I’m with you on the free press. It’s the newspapers I can’t stand”.6  
To this, the 22-year-old correspondent, Milne, gives what may seem the reply of an 
idealist, but it is something that many journalists feel throughout their careers:

I felt part of a privileged group, inside society and yet outside it, with a licence to scourge 
it and a duty to defend it, night and day, the street of adventure, the fourth estate. And the 
thing is I was dead right. That’s what it was, and I was part of it because it’s indivisible. Junk 
journalism is the evidence of a society that has got at least one thing right, that there should 
be nobody with the power to dictate where responsible journalism begins.

Indeed, Lord McGregor once said, “freedom of the press includes the freedom to be 
irresponsible.”

My personal journalistic icons almost certainly would never have dreamed of put-
ting it as Stoppard did, but they would have saluted, some of them with a few reser-
vations, the words of William Howard Russell, the great nineteenth century Times 
correspondent, on his coverage of the American Civil War:

I had no theories to uphold, no prejudices to subserve, no interests to advance, no instructions 
to fulfil; I was a free agent bound to communicate to the powerful organ of public opinion I 
represented, my own daily impressions of the men, scenes and actions around me, without 
fear, favour or affection of or for anything, but that which seemed to me to be the truth.

Many journalists have strong personal views, but the minority who allow these to in-
trude too obviously tend in the end to be less effective.

But, however many supporters the media may have, the public’s perception of them 
is not influenced in any way by anything admirable they may do. According to those 
polls that are published from time to time, journalists are way down on the ladder of 
esteem, jostling for the bottom rung with estate agents, lawyers and politicians. Our 
rating has declined sharply in the last thirty years.

But our reputation was never very high, particularly among the governing classes 
and I realised this right from the start of my own career as a journalist.

1As cited in Wood, A., Athenae Oxoniensis, Vol. II, p. 631. 
2Annual lunch of the NPF, the journalists’ charity, March 2004. 
3Interview after the Commission’s Report was published. 
4See Johnson’s Dictionary. 
5Boswell, J., Life of Johnson (1867 edition), pp. 274–5. 
6Stoppard, T., Night and Day (London: Faber, 1978), Act 1, p. 60.
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F rom earliest times, the role of the messenger has been a dangerous one. Not only 
does the bearer have to take considerable risks to get despatches through, but also 

can be blamed if the news is bad. History has many examples of leaders executing 
messengers who brought them news of defeats or similar setbacks. Shakespeare was 
well aware of this. In Antony and Cleopatra, the messenger who brings news of Ant-
ony’s marriage is furiously threatened by Cleopatra. He replies plaintively: “I that do 
bring the news made not the match.”1 Cleopatra herself understands this when, later 
in the scene, she says:

Though it be honest, it is never good
To bring bad news; give to a gracious message
A host of tongues, but let ill tidings tell
Themselves when they be felt.

Antony’s messenger understands the bad image of the newsman when he says, 
“the nature of bad news effects the teller”,2 and that has remained the same for four  
hundred years.

Shakespeare was not the only writer who was commenting on news and those who 
practised the trade at the turn of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Increasing 
literacy meant that the circulation of news in a structured form was seen by the more 
forward-looking reformers as an opportunity to strengthen their endeavours. Equally, 
ministers and clerics saw it as a terrible threat to their power and authority. The battle 
has not changed much in four hundred years.

In his comedy, The Staple of News, Ben Jonson was an early observer and took the 
measure of reporters and publishers, even though, when he was writing, there was no 
such thing or person that could be defined as a newspaper or a journalist.

Although printing and the use of moveable type was known to the Chinese,  
Japanese, and Koreans centuries before, it was not until the middle of the fifteenth 
century that it came to Europe. Johann Gutenberg is generally credited with its  
invention in Mainz, Germany, in about 1440. William Caxton, primarily a businessman 
working in the Low Countries, founded the first printing press in England at  
Westminster, some thirty years later. After his death, his assistant, Wynken de Worde, 
set up a press in the shadow of St Bride’s Church in Fleet Street, close to St Paul’s  
Cathedral. It was a district favoured by clergy and monks who were, of course, among 
the minority who were literate, though in some cases only just. They were thus  

II.

How It All Started

“A groat’s-worth of any News, I care not what,”

How It All Started
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often the authors of books and other printed matter as well as being customers for  
every sort of publication.*

But England was way behind Europe in taking advantage of printing as a way of 
distributing news. This was very largely because of the hostility of the authorities – 
Church and State. Apart from London, only Oxford and Cambridge Universities were 
allowed to have printing presses. Even though the separation from Rome meant there 
was no formal Index of forbidden books, as still remains the case in some Roman Cath-
olic countries, the bishops in particular continued to control what people read, and 
there were stringent penalties for publishing without permission. The prelates who 
were often the majority of the sovereign’s ministers gave formal permission for some 
publications, but in the main were against any sort of general communication which 
would make people at large more knowledgeable and thus allow common people to 
have that most dangerous of attributes – their own opinions.

The opposition to translating the Bible, or allowing the liturgy to be said or sung 
in anything other than Latin, was long lasting. It often resulted in the persecution 
of translators, such as William Tyndale, who made such a contribution to the Eng-
lish language and gave posterity many wonderful phrases which the translators of the 
King James Bible used because they could not be bettered. Tyndale suffered judicial 
murder at the stake, on the orders of Sir Thomas More, in 1536.

Not surprisingly in an age when the interests of Church and State were usually 
synonymous, prohibitions relating to ecclesiastical publications applied equally to lay 
writings, particularly if they contained news about events within the kingdom. Inter-
national despatches were tolerated and had a very varied provenance. Cities such as 
Amsterdam and Cologne produced news-sheets containing only foreign reports which 
circulated quite freely in England. A report in Latin, in 1519, of Henry VIII and Francis 
I of France at the Field of the Cloth of Gold still exists. Researchers have unearthed 
an eyewitness report of the Battle of Flodden in 1513.3 It was a news pamphlet and 
someone called Richard Faques, who printed it, could have claimed, if it had crossed 
his mind, to have published the first ‘newspaper’ report in England.

But this sort of thing was the exception, and the main method of passing on news 
was word of mouth, with all that that meant in terms of inaccuracy and misinterpreta-
tion. Written – rather than printed – letters were passed from hand to hand, and fam-
ily to family, throughout the country. Among the upper classes, particularly those who 
rarely, if ever, visited London, these achieved a surprisingly large circulation.

But at a time when there was still widespread illiteracy, particularly in rural  

*Even though national newspapers moved away towards the end of the twentieth century, St Bride’s has 
remained a focal point for journalists and ‘Fleet Street’ is still the term generally used to describe Brit-
ain’s national press. St Bride’s is the church where many journalists get married and have their children 
christened; where they remember their distinguished colleagues, particularly those who have been killed 
covering foreign wars. After such memorial services, many are likely to congregate in El Vino, the Fleet 
Street wine bar, once the daily haunt of numerous senior and bibulous journalists, and now patronised 
mainly by lawyers, accountants and City traders.

areas, ballads and poems containing news of interest and with, if possible, a romantic 
content, were enormously popular. The best singers had a sort of pop idol reputation. 
Written or printed newsletters were for the selected few. For most people, it was the 
oral relay from village to village that was the accepted method of transmitting news, 
much of it exaggerated and nearly all highly coloured.

In his play, The Staple of News, Ben Jonson has a countrywoman asking for “a 
groat’s-worth of any News, I care not what, to carry down this Saturday to our vicar.” 
She was clearly one of those who frequently hung about the parish pump: a gossip, 
inquisitive and sharp. Her sort was doubtless thought to be a scold, if not a witch. But 
inquisitiveness is, with the often ignored talent of being lucky, the mark of any re-
ally good reporter. This lady was carefully collecting news from wherever she could. 
Jonson shows her just turning up, at what can best be described as a fledgling news 
organisation, to collect what news was available.

Jonson’s 1625 play gives a marvellous picture of these organisations which were 
beginning to spring up in his lifetime and were to flourish as literacy slowly – but 
steadily – increased among all classes.

In mediaeval times, few, apart from monks or priests, could read or write. The 
clever poor boy had perhaps more opportunity than is often the case today. In small 
communities, his ability would be noticed and he would be educated in the local 
monastery and almost always he would find his vocation there, or in the service 
of the state. Talented girls, both poor and aristocratic, would find their education 
in nunneries. The invention of printing, and the increasing number of works  
composed in the vernacular rather than Latin, meant there was a growing potential  
audience. In those days, elitism was not a dirty word, but a goal. Monarchs and  
wealthy businessmen appreciated that a growing and more complicated society  
needed such a literate elite. They endowed schools which demanded hard work  
and excellence. King Edward VI founded grammar schools all over his realm. 
These continue, in spite of the efforts of ideologues and levellers, to excel in the  
twenty-first century.

Jonson makes it clear that those involved in the earliest journalism were a  
rather dodgy lot. They would manufacture news when nothing else was available. 
They had four main sources for news in London with an agent, or correspondent,  
in each place. These were the Court, St Paul’s Cathedral, the Exchange and  
Westminster Hall.

The public, then as now, had an insatiable appetite for royal news. Courtiers regu-
larly leaked information to hangers-on, knowing it would be retailed often through 
news-letters or underground pamphlets as well as by word of mouth.

Under-class news writers who concentrate on royal matters have, when they  
are not socially ignored, usually been treated with disdain by those of all classes around 
the monarch. They have responded with imagination and bribes; but they do provide 
plenty of newsworthy material for that huge section of the British public that has  
always been obsessed with royal matters. There is not the slightest indication that 
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this state of affairs has in any way changed.*

St Paul’s Cathedral and the surrounding streets were probably the most fruitful 
source of all. Such streets as Paternoster Row and Ave Maria Lane, the latter still the 
site of the Stationers’ Hall, were, according to John Stow, the traditional home of “text 
writers … who wrote and sold all sorts of books then in use.” 4 St Paul’s Churchyard, 
and the cathedral itself, was for centuries a place for people to meet and gossip – and 
this lasted well into the eighteenth century.

Ex-soldiers hung out there retailing for a drink or a coin interesting items of foreign 
news, often embroidered by vivid imaginations. Nothing really changes; witness the 
appearance on television today of former military men as instant ‘experts’ and inter-
preters of battles and campaigns. Shakespeare had their measure when Henry V said 
before Agincourt, “old men forget; yet all shall be forgot, But he’ll remember with ad-
vantages what feats he did that day.”5 (It was not just English, or in many cases Scots 
or Irish, mercenaries who were notorious for their fanciful boasts. In Europe, too, 
travellers found ex-soldiers in most inns ready to tell war stories for pecuniary reward 
or a glass of wine. The Hungarian composer, Zoltan Kodaly, portrayed one of these 
creative veterans in his 1926 comic opera, Hari Janos.)

The non-religious activities in St Paul’s and its precincts, the source of much pro-
ductive copy, was viewed with much displeasure by the bishops and others in author-
ity, who, on various occasions, tried without success to stop it. In 1628, John Earle,  
a Wiltshire parson who was later to be Bishop of Salisbury, described St Paul’s  
Walk thus:

The Lands Epitome [a condensed account of anything], or you may call it the lesser Ile of 
Great Brittaine. It is more then this, the whole worlds Map, which you may here discerne in 
its perfect motion iustling and turning. It is a heape of stones and men, with vast confusion 
of Languages, and were the Steeple not sanctified nothing liker Babel. The noyse in it is like 
that of Bees, a strange humming or buzz-mixt of walking, tongues and feet: It is a kind of 
still roare or loud whisper. It is a great exchange of all discourse, and no business whosoever 
but is here steering and afoot. It is a Synod of all pates politicke, ioynted and laid together 
in most serious posture, and they are not half so busies at Parliament. It is the Anticke of 
tailes to tailes, and backes to backes, and for vizards you need go no further than faces. It is 
the market of young Lecturers, whom you may cheapen here at all rates and sizes. It is the 
general Mint of all famous lies … All inuentions are emptyed here, and not a few pockets … 
It is the eares Brothel and satisfies their lust, and ytch. The visitants are all men without 
exception, but the principal Inhabitants and possessors are stale Knights, and Captaines 
out of Service, men of long Rapiers, and Breeches, which after all turne Merchants here and 
traffick for Newes.

No wonder it was such a good place for copy; much of it unreliable gossip, but news-
worthy nonetheless. The good Earle’s diatribe against hacks has echoed down the ages. 

*The continued debate over the circumstances of the death of Princess Diana and the relationship  
between Prince Charles and Mrs Parker-Bowles continue to preoccupy the newspapers, and not just the 
tabloids. Two hundred years ago, there was a similar discussion, though often more bawdy, and very  
explicit caricatures of the activities of the then Prince of Wales who was to become George IV.

St Paul’s was also originally used by merchants to transact a good deal of business 
until the Exchange was built and paid for by Sir Thomas Gresham in 1566. Four 
years later, according to John Stow (whose 1598 Survey of London was the first to be  
published for general reading), Queen Elizabeth “attended with her nobility, came 
from her house at the Strand, called Somerset House, and entered the city by Temple 
Bar.” After dining with Sir Thomas and other worthies, she inspected the Exchange 
and “then she caused the same bourse by an herald and trumpet to be proclaimed the 
Royal Exchange, and so to be called from thenceforth, and no otherwise.” 6 And so it 
does, and still stands (in a nineteenth century building) at the junction of Thread-
needle Street and Cornhill.

Correspondents found it, along with Guildhall and the Mansion House, a fruitful 
source of City news as well as financial information. As the growing middle-class busi-
nessmen, and not just the City merchants, demanded more – and up-to-date –financial 
and economic news, the men who circulated such news could realistically be consid-
ered the first economic correspondents. From these small and haphazard beginnings 
has developed, over four hundred years, a huge and profitable financial information 
industry. It was around the Exchange that John Julius Reuter set up his agency, dis-
tributing prices and related news to the City, the country and the world in the mid-
nineteenth century.

Finally, as one of the four major news sources, there was Westminster Hall. It was 
built by William Rufus, completed in 1099, and stands to this day, having survived 
among other things, the fire that destroyed most of the Palace of Westminster in 1826, 
and bombing during World War II. The first Parliament met there in 1265, and sover-
eigns held feasts at Christmas and other times, when sheriffs and other officials had 
formally to justify themselves.

From about 1224, Henry III decided that there must be some central point for the 
administration of justice. The practice of courts and lawyers following the sovereign 
on his progresses round the country was clearly very inefficient and mightily expen-
sive. In the words of Stow, Henry organised the hall as a judicial centre so

at the entry on the right hand, the Common Pleas, where civil matters are to be pleaded, 
specially such as touch lands or contracts; at the upper end of the hall, on the right hand or 
south-east corner, the King’s Bench, where pleas of the crown have their hearing; and on 
the left hand, or south-west corner, sitteth the lord chancellor, accompanied by the master 
of the Rolls and other men, learned for the most part in civil law.7 

Many of the great trials of the country, including those of William Wallace, Sir 
Thomas More, Charles I, and Warren Hastings, were held there.*

How It All Started

*The last trial to take place in Westminster Hall was in 1882. Having regard to the great events that 
had taken place there, it was bathetic, not to say farcical. The dispute between two sculptors, divided 
members of the social and artistic worlds, with representatives appearing as expert or not so expert wit-
nesses. It was great theatre and occasioned some ribald press reporting, particularly as sculptures were 
produced as evidence and scattered round the court impeding barristers and jury alike. Charles Lawes
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Legal cases were not the only things of interest to news-writers in Westminster. 
The huge number of spectators who crowded the hall meant stall holders selling re-
freshments and other goods found profitable business there. As is still the case today, 
street market traders always gossip among themselves and thus, traditionally, are the 
source of much reliable and unreliable news – both equally marketable for the hacks.

Master Cymbal, the governor (publisher) of the Staple, in Jonson’s play, makes it 
clear that he has a comprehensive supply on offer – “tailors’ news, porters’ and water-
men’s news … news of the sea … Reformed News; Protestant News; and Pontifical 
News.” The play’s prologue insists that the “News be new and fresh … and untainted: 
I shall find them else, if they be stale or flyblown, quickly.” Later, it is explained that 
what is wanted is “any kind so it be news, the newest that thou hast.” For example:

They write the King of Spain is chosen Pope
And Spinola is made general of the Jesuits
They write here, one Cornelius-Son
Hath made the Hollanders an invisible eel
To swim the haven of Dunkirk, and sink all
The shipping there.8 

And curious news:

Magic or alchemy,
Or flying in the air, I care not what
drawing farts out of dead bodies to provide sweet perfume
perpetual motion is here found out by an ale-wife in St Katherine’s at the sign of the  
dancing bear.

A customer asks,

Have you any news from the Indies? Any miracle
Done in Japan by the Jesuits or in China?

And is told,

No but we hear of a colony of cooks
To be set ashore on the coast of America
For the conversion of cannibals
And making them good eating Christians.

was a noted athlete who had stroked the losing Cambridge Boat Race crew in 1865, and, as a practising 
sculptor, had accused Richard Belt in the magazine, Vanity Fair, of fraudulently claiming to have sculpted 
a recently completed statue of the poet Byron. Lawes alleged this and other works were done by someone 
else who had once worked in his studio. Belt, a self-made man who could boast commissions from the 
Queen and many prominent members of Society, and who had popular support, sued. Most of his sup-
port was not on artistic grounds for one critic described the work as one of the worst statues – if not the 
worst – in London: See Dean, J., Hatred, Ridicule or Contempt (Constable, 1953). As the magazine had 
prudently demanded indemnities before publication, Lawes was the defendant. Many of the Arts Estab-
lishment supported him, but Belt won and received damages of £5,000 (equivalent of about £230,000). 
Belt continued into old age sculpting statues and busts for those who might not know much about art but 
knew what they liked – and had the money to pay for it.

1Shakespeare, W., Antony and Cleopatra, Act II, scene v. 
2Ibid., Act I, scene i. 
3As cited in Griffiths, D., 300 Years of Fleet Street (2002). 
4Stow, J., Survey of London (1598; Henry Morton’s 1893 edition), p. 318. 
5Shakespeare, W., Henry V, Act IV, scene iii. 
6Stow, J., Survey of London (1598; Henry Morton’s 1893 edition), London under Elizabeth, p. 202. 
7Ibid., p. 420. 
8A reference to the first recorded submarine which was built by the Dutchman Cornelius Jacobson 
Drebble (1572–1633) and was tested in the Thames Estuary in 1620. An English mathematician, William 
Bourne (1532–85), designed a submersible craft in 1578 but this was never built or tested: see Hutchison, 
R., Jane’s SUBMARINES War Beneath the Waves (Harper Collins, 2001). 
9Jonson, B., The Staple of News, Act I, scene ii.

Of course Jonson was satirising the chancers and entrepreneurs who operated these 
very early news organisations. These were the first of the English journalists, and they 
had attributes that were enduring – inquisitiveness, a liking for gossip, energy and 
enthusiasm and, their detractors would continue to say over the centuries, the habit of 
making up or changing facts to suit the story. Jonson’s characters were often “hungry 
captains, obscure statesmen” and excused themselves:

Why methinks, Sir, if the common people
Will be abused, why should not they have their pleasure
In believing lies are made for them;
As you in the office, making them yourselves?9

The growing appetite for news meant some form of structured organisation was 
necessary. These organisations were to start developing during the troubled years of 
the English Civil War, when the real story of the English press begins. It was no longer 
satisfactory to leave reporting to the haphazard efforts of amateurs.

How It All Started
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111.

Clerics and Eccentrics:
Clerical Journalists in the Eighteenth Century

“I sing of News, and all those vapid sheets
That rattling hawker vends through gaping streets”

A s an Englishman without any trace of Scots, Welsh or Irish blood, I am perhaps 
particularly attracted by eccentrics. (I would like to be more of one myself!) Eccen-

tricity is primarily an English trait, though the unique Scot, Tam Dalyell, who was 
elected a Member of Parliament in 1962, proves the falsehood of that statement. He 
retired from the House of Commons in 2005, much to the relief of Labour Party ap-
paratchiks, but to the sadness of those who like to see some originality in politicians. 
Margaret Thatcher, hating any such lack of conformity, got rid of Norman St John Ste-
vens as a minister. Eccentricity has no place in today’s life. The ‘bean counters’ who these 
days run newspapers have no time for eccentric editors or reporters. They are not 
cost-efficient. The only one who bucked the trend for a while in the early twenty-first 
century was Boris Johnson, a colourful Tory MP, who was editor of the Spectator for a 
short time. Eccentricity is one of the many things no longer politically correct.

Such was not the case in the eighteenth century, when clerics brought eccentricity 
with them into journalism. It was almost expected. One of them, the enterprising Dr 
John Trusler (1735–1820), published, in 1785, what was almost certainly the first depiction 
of journalism in English fiction since Ben Jonson’s Staple of News 150 years earlier. 
Trusler, who wrote a great number of books and pamphlets, owned a publishing and 
bookselling business. He was a most successful entrepreneur as well as a frequent and 
popular preacher. He found time to be a journalist as well. He was one of the founders 
of the Morning Post, wrote for that and other publications and was in on the beginnings 
of The Times.

As an undergraduate at Cambridge, so he says in his incomplete autobiography, he 
brooded on the fact that a clergyman received £40 to £50 a year, while a bricklayer 
got £60 and a carpenter £80. (Many of today’s graduates are finding the same thing. 
They are choosing such practical and far better trades as plumbing and carpentry as 
alternatives to teaching and other quasi-intellectual careers.) Trusler’s enterprises did 
pretty well and he published successful guides to etiquette, on husbandry and mod-
ern gardening. In the guide to etiquette, he advised readers not to spit on the carpet, 
punch no one in conversation, hold no one by the button when talking and “don’t offer 
someone else your handkerchief.” He told young ladies not to be afraid of blushing, 
dare to be prudish and trust no female acquaintance. His advice to anyone caught 
short at dinner was direct and explicit:

endeavour to steal away unperceived, or make some excuse for retiring, that may keep your 
motives for withdrawing a secret; and on your return be careful not to announce that return, 

Clerics and Eccentrics
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or suffer any adjustment to your dress, or of replacing your watch, to say whence you came. 
To act otherwise is indelicate and rude.

One of his most successful ventures was to send out circulars to every parish in 
England and Ireland offering 150 ‘original’ sermons in what looked like actual hand-
writing. These would save clergy the bother of studying and composing their weekly 
exhortations, a dreadful chore to many, especially during the hunting season. The 
fake ‘writing’ cannot have fooled many, but hundreds subscribed and he made lots of 
money. The scheme was not universally popular. The Bishop of London called him in 
and lectured him on pandering to the idleness of the clergy. A Dissenting Minister, the 
Revd D. Rivers was not a fan. In A Literary Memoir of Living Authors, he described him 
as “a literary pedlar whose small-ware is of the vilest quality” and his sermons “the 
most unspeakable trash that can be conceived.”

Trusler’s novel, Modern Times or the Adventures of Gabriel Outcast, was promoted 
as being in the style of Gil Blas, a very popular Spanish novel, which also recounted in 
the first person the adventures of a young man seeking a job and his fortune. Among 
the openings Gabriel examined was journalism and he offered his service to a morn-
ing newspaper editor.

“What is your fort[e]?” says he, “can you pen a good parliamentary debate or bespatter 
a character?” I told him I was blessed with a happy memory, and was persuaded I could 
bring away a speech nearly as it was declared. “Delivered. Phu we don’t want a verbatim 
and literatim reporter. You don’t suppose a speech is delivered as set forth in the newspa-
per? No, no friend, there is sad hacking work in the delivery; the members of both Hous-
es owe their good speeches to the abilities of the reporters, who give the Public the sub-
stance of what is there said, in language fit to be read. Indeed we have speeches brought 
for insertion, but these are speeches of patriots, perhaps never spoken, which they have 
procured to be written for them, are unwilling should be lost, and are anxious to have 
them published, to give them credit with their constituents. We are always paid for these.

“We want reporters of another stamp – can you twist an argument, so as to give it a 
sense different from the obvious one? Our paper is a party print, and every line in poli-
tics must carry the sense we wish it. If a speech is vehement in opposition to our prin-
ciples, when the speaker’s arguments cannot be wrested to answer our purposes, it 
must, by pointing the passages, and giving certain words in Italics, be made to resemble 
irony. It is our business to write down an enemy; and to do this, we must impute his as-
sertions to sinister views, and give a false colouring to his best actions and intentions”. 
“Next”, says he, “as to bespattering a character, if you are clever at this, I can employ you”.

I gave him to understand that I thought I should succeed best in this department, for 
that I was so determined an enemy to vice and imposition in general, that I must drag it 
forth wherever I found it lurking. “That won’t do friend”, says he, “you mistake my meaning. 
Vice and imposition, in general we have nothing to do with; we don’t set up as correctors 
of morals; our plan is to write a character into disrepute that opposes our party, for this 
purpose we must hold him forth as the worst of men, and attribute to him vices that he 
never was possessed of.” But this, replied I, is an act of cruelty and wickedness. “It is not 
cruelty nor wickedness”, says he, “Any means are justifiable to stop a fool’s mouth or inter-
rupt an officious meddler … If we now and then make a virtuous man vicious, we as often 
make a vicious man virtuous. We could not live without scandal; the more we please the 

people, the more papers we sell: and as the virtues of mankind are but few, our business 
is to write for and gratify the many. Men are not much hurt by an oblique stone thrown 
out in a newspaper against themselves, provided it is laid on pretty thick upon others”.

This was doubtless the way many people in the eighteenth century perceived a jour-
nalist’s work. Two hundred years later, most politicians and the more cynical in public 
life would say, “How right. Nothing changes.”

Gabriel goes on to report that a poor wretch of a ‘paragraph collector’ came into the 
office and demanded one shilling for payment for a couple of stories, one about a foot-
man in bed with a Minister’s daughter. The editor replied:

Take away your innuendoes. Do you think we can pay sixpence a paragraph for such uncertain 
intelligence as this? Make this a matter of fact and we shan’t grudge the money. If you can fur-
nish us with the private intrigues of respectable families, you may be constantly employed.

After he had been taken on the staff, Gabriel said he disguised himself as a footman 
to work the lobbies of the Opera House; as an officer to cover the clubs; and as a clergy-
man to get access to the Court of St James’s. He boasted that what “I could not collect 
with my ears, I made up with invention, in short I became so useful to a newspaper 
that I was constantly employed but their pay was poor.” He described the editor as a 
desperate man, capable of undertaking anything, and had got the job not for possess-
ing any literary talents, but for being adequate to fighting his way through any dirty 
work that was expected of him.

He reported that nothing came amiss to newspapers. They would frequently abuse 
a character, and promise a continuance of such abuse, mainly to draw from that party 
hush-money; if any sum was offered for the non-insertion of a paragraph, and a greater 
sum was offered for its insertion, it was sure to be in and vice versa.

The young man decided to leave the hurly burly of reporting and try his hand at 
feature writing. When he took his first attempt to the printer he was told:

politics is a very dull subject, and never will go down without a great deal of virulence. I must 
have a libel in every line. Strange as you may think the declaration argument will not do now-a-
days reason is out of the question. Fill it with invective, libel and treason and everyone will buy it.

The nineteenth century was to provide more rounded examples of newspapers 
and journalists being portrayed in fiction. But Trusler, with all his experience, knew 
what he was writing about. It was an excellent description of eighteenth century newspa-
pers and well represented the activities of other eccentric clergymen journalists of his 
time.

✴

Among those who saw the press as mainly entertainment with a political bias was 
the Suffolk clergyman, George Crabbe (1754–1832), one of whose poems was to be the 
inspiration for Benjamin Britten’s 1945 opera, Peter Grimes. Like William Cobbett, al-
most his exact contemporary, he was a realist about rural life, exposing its poverty and 
rejecting the general romantic view of the countryside.
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Crabbe did not like newspapers, which he thought abusively unfair to his patron, 
Edmund Burke. But he read them avidly and published the poem The Newspaper in 1785.

I sing of News, and all those vapid sheets
That rattling hawker vends through gaping streets
Whate’re their name, whate’re the time they fly,
Damp from the press to charm the reader’s eye.
Some, champions of the rights that prop the Crown;
Some, sturdy patriots, sworn to pull them down;
Some, neutral powers with secret forces fraught,
Wishing for war, but wishing to be bought;
While some to every side and party go,
Shift every friend, and join with every foe.

As someone who was only recently ordained, he was interested in the Sunday press, 
and a very modern-sounding description it is too!

Then, lo! The sainted Monitor1 is born.
Whose pious face some scared text adorn;
As artful sinners cloak the secret sin,
To veil with seeming grace the guile within;
So moral essays on his front appear
But all his carnal business in the rear:
The fresh-coin’d lie, the secret whisper’d last,
And all the gleanings of the six days past.
With these retired, through half the Sabbath-day,
The London lounger yawns his hours away.

Crabbe reveals the insatiable demand for news outside London, which Parson Wood-
forde had echoed in his diary.

… but we who, far from town
Wait til the postman brings the packet down,
Once in a week, a vacant day behold,
And stay for tidings, till they’re three days old:
That day arrives; no welcome post appears,
But the dull morn a sullen aspect wears;
We meet, but ah! without our wonted smile
To talk of headaches, and complain of bile;
Sullen we ponder o’er a dull repast,
Nor feast the body while the mind must fast.
A master-passion is the love of News,
Not music so commands, nor so the muse:
Give poets claret, they grow idle soon;
Feed the musician and he’s out of tune;
But the sick mind, of, of this disease possest,
Flies from all cure and sickens when at rest.

✴

A clerical journalist, who was an almost exact contemporary of Crabbe’s, was the  
Reverend Henry Bate (1745–1824), who claimed, without any supporting evidence, to 
be a Doctor of Divinity from Oxford. He was well born, a good-looking dandy, and 
extremely belligerent. He was known, with great justification, as the Fighting Parson, 
having fought at least five duels during his life. Apart from his other antics, he ensured 
that he would be envied by many other editors ever since because he fought a duel with 
one of his board of directors. Bate had called the board, which included the ubiquitous 
Dr Trusler, a pack of cowards when they rejected his plans for the future. The young, 
unmarried Joseph Richardson was the only one with the guts to call Bate out and was 
duly winged in the arm by his experienced opponent. They later made up and became 
friends.

Bate had inherited an Essex living from his father, but never allowed his priestly 
duties to interfere with his work as an editor or his enjoyment of hunting. He had been 
appointed editor of the Morning Post in 1773, when just 28. The paper continued until 
1937, when it was absorbed into the Daily Telegraph. The paper was very different in 
its attitudes in the eighteenth century to the one that Bill Deedes was to join some 160 
years later.2 It carried lewd advertisements and was from the start a muckraking pub-
lication. Bate was to make it more so.

Not long after he became editor, on an evening walk with a leading actress, Mrs 
Elizabeth Hartley, he took exception to the way a Captain Croft and his fellow officers 
were looking at her, and at the insults they shouted at him. In the event, he finally 
fought a Captain Miles (Bate alleged that he was in fact a footman) at the Spread Eagle 
Tavern (some reports said it was the Turk’s Head). According to the Morning Chroni-
cle, Bate “never received one blow that he felt” in a twenty-minute bout, of presumably 
fisticuffs, and “Captain Miles was sent home in a coach, with his face a perfect jelly.”3

The story of the fight produced a huge increase in the Morning Post’s circulation, 
and this suggested to the editor that, if he provoked battles, he would get more good 
stories. From then on, he carried a great number of inaccurate stories about prominent 
people, hoping to get into more fights, which, of course, he did. He fought numerous 
duels that provided more copy. But in 1780, he met his match in the Duke of Richmond, 
whom he first libelled and then challenged to a duel. Richmond, who was known for 
his a notoriously short temper, was expected to call out Bate even though their class 
difference would have made such a match very unusual. In the event, for whatever 
reason, Richmond did the unexpected and sued for libel.

Bate was found guilty. But, in the sort of farcical situation that surrounded so much 
of Bate’s career, sentence was postponed for a year as the prison where he would have 
served twelve months had been destroyed in the Gordon Riots. It was after this that 
the Morning Post’s proprietors, fearing they might be cited in future suits, told him to 
be more careful. Bate, presumably considering this impinged on his editorial indepen-
dence, challenged the lot to a duel.

In 1780, Bate went off to found and edit a rival paper, the Morning Herald. During 
his time there, in 1788 he was charged with the ‘seduction and criminal conversation’ 
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with his mistress, Mrs Dodwell, whose husband wanted a divorce. Dodwell said he did 
not bear any resentment, explaining, “I have stuck a fork in the dunghill, up came Mr 
Bate and it is his chance. I cannot help it.” Bate argued that Mrs Dodwell could not be 
blamed for finding her pleasures elsewhere, since her husband, an anatomist, dissect-
ed bodies in their bedroom. Bate was acquitted and the case received much jubilant 
publicity: but not in the Morning Herald which did not mention it. Even then, papers 
shied away from reporting the peccadilloes of their own editors and proprietors.

The Morning Herald supported the Prince of Wales, and was from time to time given 
money by him for its loyalty to him and Burke in their struggle with the King and Pitt. 
But in spite of frequent reminders from Bate (who had added the name Dudley after 
receiving a legacy from an uncle), financial help was often not forthcoming. In some 
recompense, Prince George, after he had become Prince Regent, made Bate a baronet. 
His unrestrained support for the government and George made him a natural butt for 
the opposition. A poetaster lampooned him in typically forthright way:

A Various Compound is this Rev’rend Divine
In speaking a Pedant with Satire Malign
A Canonical Buck, Vociferous Bully,
A Duellist, Boxer, Gambler and Cully.4

A Student at Law, Collector of News,
A Preacher in Churches, an Actor in Stews,
If Vices like these Recommend to the Great,
Then who is so fit for a Bishop as B—e?

A Government Runner, of Falsehood a Vendor,
Staunch Friend of the Devil, the Pope, and Pretender,
A Manager’s Parsite, Opera Writer,
Newspaper Editor, Pamphlet Indicter,
An Olla Padrina, foul Mixture of Parts
Is this Harlequin Parson, Master of Arts.
If Many Vocations can make a Man great,
Then who is so fit for a Bishop as Bate?

As the poem relates, as well as journalism, he wrote plays and operas. Only one line 
of his comic opera, The Blackamoor Wash’d White, remains: “Oh that I should ever live 
to see the day when White Englishmen must give way to foreign blacks.” Perhaps sur-
prisingly for those less politically correct days, that sort of thing was too much even 
then. The play was howled down and the script destroyed. Bate was a good friend of 
the actor David Garrick, who, knowing he was to visit Cheltenham, asked him to take 
a look at a young actress, Mrs Siddons, who was appearing there. He recommended 
she should be brought to London to join Garrick’s company, and soon she was a star. 
Bate was, in fact, a cultivated man and a connoisseur of painting, with Gainsborough 
and Rowlandson among his friends. The former painted his portrait which was exhib-
ited in the Royal Academy in 1780.

Bate had many influential friends and hoped for preferment, particularly when he 
was living for a time in Ireland. But he had made too many enemies and he never got a 

bishopric or a deanery. He spent his last year as rector of Bradwell-juxta-Mare, Essex, 
where, as well as rejuvenating the parish, he indulged in rural pursuits and, as a sep-
tuagenarian magistrate, pursued smugglers with vigour.* These actions attracted the 
attention of Cobbett, who included him among the ‘Cossack priests’ who were more 
interested in law enforcement than the scriptures. In the Weekly Political Register, 
Cobbett wrote:

It is not a little curious to see that the most active of the magistrates are parsons, with 
the Reverend Sir Henry Bate Dudley at their head. Certainly a very worthy head. A more 
fit head could not have been chosen. I expect to see him Archbishop of Canterbury yet.

✴

Bate was far from being the only eighteenth century clergyman to be remembered for 
his journalism as well as his unconventional private life. Wilkes’s co-editor, Charles 
Churchill, and Dr Trusler have already been mentioned. Another parson, the Revd 
William Jackson (1737–95), edited the Public Ledger. He was known as ‘Dr Viper’ and 
described by the Morning Chronicle as “the libelling, lying, swearing, drunken King’s 
Bench parson.”

Jackson had a vicious pen and used it to libel many and to give backing to causes 
which struck his fancy. At one stage, he made money by providing the papers with 
squibs which “were like darts of the savage, barbed and poisoned with the most re-
fined art and rankest venom.” He would, naturally, show pieces to his victims, and 
would delete things if the money was right. Both he and Bate have been suggested as 
the likely model for the Grub-street journalist, Snake, in Sheridan’s School for Scandal.

The Duchess of Kingston hired Jackson to reply to attacks by the playwright and 
actor, Samuel Foote, when she was charged with bigamy in 1775. The Public Ledger 
carried a number of articles attacking Foote, and Jackson finally accused him of be-
ing a sodomite, producing a former butler as a witness. When the case came to trial, 
Lord Mansfield, who seems to have been involved in just about every case concerning 
journalists, declared it was a conspiracy, and Foote was acquitted. The Duchess was 
not so lucky: she was found to be a bigamist and lost her title. Jackson subsequently 
followed her abroad.

*Bate enlarged the rectory. Robert Adam supervised the plasterwork, while Angelica Kauffman was re-
sponsible for painting some of the panels. It was these that attracted another disreputable journalist in 
1939. Tom Driberg, one of the many champagne socialists who worked for Lord Beaverbrook, was looking 
for a country home. There he could entertain celebrities whom he had met during his work as the gos-
sip columnist ‘William Hickey’, named after an eighteenth century diarist and rake. This Daily Express 
column was enormously popular and an invitation to Bradwell was treasured; not least by his political 
cronies and numerous rent-boys. He was refreshingly open about his homosexuality at a time when it 
was still against the law. During a Labour Party Conference, I was strolling along the front at Blackpool 
with him and several other journalists. Suddenly, he dashed into a bar, and, when he rejoined us a few 
minutes later, said with satisfaction that he had arranged an assignation for that evening. Driberg became 
an MP, first as an Independent and then for Labour and became a Life Peer in 1976. He took the title of 
Lord Bradwell, but whether that would have pleased Bate is uncertain, for Tom was a very High Church 
Anglican of the sort that had attracted Bate’s ire in many articles.
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On his return, he again wrote for the Public Ledger and gained some renown as 
the author of the letters of ‘Curtius’. Like ‘Junius’, he attacked public figures, among 
them Garrick, who “has enjoyed the idolatry and affection without meriting one single 
sentiment of sufferance abstracted from his mimical talents.” Jackson was becom-
ing increasingly radical and republican and later went to Paris, where he became a  
supporter of both the American and French Revolutions. His death was more  
honourable than his life. Having gone to Dublin to seek people who might be allies 
of the French, he was arrested and, when in the dock, swallowed arsenic rather than 
become an informer.5

✴

Yet another clerical journalist was the Revd Charles Este, who had tried his hand as 
an actor, doctor and preacher. He had no success with these and only a little more as 
a writer. He worked for the Public Advertiser until the connection was terminated in 
1786, after his being responsible for a libel which cost the paper a good deal.

He then joined the World and Fashionable Advertiser, which had been founded by 
Captain Edward Topham, a former officer in the Life Guards. The paper was advanced 
typographically and is said to be the first to discontinue printing the long letter ‘S’. 
William Giffard, the satirist who was later to become first editor of the Quarterly Re-
view, said the paper was run by “a knot of fantastic coxcombs” and was “perfectly 
unintelligible and thus much read.” It certainly was popular and the religious writer, 
Hannah More, said she and her friends in the country were “feasting upon elopements, 
divorces and suicides, tricked out in all the elegancies of Mr Topham’s phraseology” 
(probably in fact Este’s).

✴

Finally, among those who indulged in what the author, E. S. Turner, describes as  
Unholy Pursuits was one who ended on the gallows, though many would have thought 
this an apt fate for some of the others. The Revd William Dodd (1729–77) was among 
the most popular preachers of his day and was chaplain of Magdalen House, where 
penitent prostitutes were reclaimed. He wrote most of the copy for the Christian  
Magazine and later contributed to the Public Ledger and became editor of the New 
Morning Post.

He was hanged not for his journalism, but for forging the signature of his former pu-
pil, the Fifth Earl of Chesterfield. The sentence was carried out in spite of many appeals 
for clemency and his popularity with the people. He had many distinguished defend-
ers, including Dr Johnson, who drafted his speech in court and his final address to his 
‘Unhappy Brethren’. It was of Dodd that Johnson declared, “Depend upon it, Sir, when 
a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it concentrates his mind wonderfully.”

✴

The last 150 years have produced fewer prominent clerical journalists, and only one 
who became a household name. William Ralph Inge (1860–1954) was a considerable 

scholar who was Dean of St Paul’s Cathedral, London (1911–34). During that time, 
and for years afterwards, he wrote regular articles for the Evening Standard, whose 
outspokenness on social questions and the future of the country meant that he was 
widely known as ‘The Gloomy Dean’. The Archbishop of Canterbury, Randall David-
son, wrote of his “originality and sometimes eccentricity of thought”; and he certainly 
ruffled many feathers. He was way ahead of his time with unpopular opinions on the 
Labour Party and on birth control.

Writing in 1931, he asked, “If George III had had the political sagacity of Queen  
Victoria, should we have lost America? And if not, would the political connection be-
tween the two countries have been terminated in the twentieth century by a glorious 
war of independence waged by Great Britain?” He was considered unduly pessimistic, 
for example, when he said it was inevitable that Britain, because of its small size and 
limited resources, would soon cease to be one of the great Powers. His style was forth-
right and often caustic. A New Zealand journalist, T. C. List, writing in 1930, said:

[The Dean has] been given a special dispensation, and occupies a singular place in the life of 
the nation. He says things no other public man would dare to say, at times provoking his fellow 
countrymen almost to fury. He exposes their foibles, and flagellates them at every opportunity.

Complacent England in the 1930s and 40s needed such a journalist.
The twenty-first century has yet to produce such a person who, from a moral high 

ground and very decided views, can attract readers and viewers and make them think.

1 The Sunday Monitor was founded in 1779 by Mrs Elizabeth Johnson.
2 See below, Chapter IV.
3 This and much else about the clergymen journalists is contained in the witty Turner, E. S., Unholy  
Pursuits (The Book Guild, 1998).
4 A fop or fool according to Grose’s Dictionary.
5 Donaldson, W. (ed.), Brewer’s Rogues, Villains, Eccentrics (Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2002).
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A new breed of journalists emerged during the middle of the nineteenth century. 
The public was no longer satisfied with official reports of faraway wars, and as 

the British Empire expanded, there were plenty of those. People wanted details and 
news about those who were fighting for them. They wanted first-hand reports quickly 
and were not prepared to wait for sanitised official communiqués. Newspapers and 
magazines reacted to this demand by sending out staff correspondents to provide on-
the-spot, non-official reports.

Back in the days of Defoe and beyond, journalists had been known by name, but 
mainly because of their political prejudices and propaganda, and their names were 
then known only among a small political and social elite. Bylines were to come much 
later, in some cases, such as The Times, not until well into the twentieth century.

Foreign correspondents, and in particular war reporters, were something different; 
particularly as many of them were – and are – larger than life figures with a highly 
developed sense of self-importance and unquenchable egocentricity. Their writing in-
fluenced politicians and helped mould public opinion. Writers had reported conflicts 
from ancient times: their reports lacked immediacy but had the advantage of hindsight.

The reports of Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar only appeared in the London papers 
after more than a fortnight, having been brought by the schooner Pickle from Gibral-
tar to Falmouth, and then by road to London. English papers were, in fact, scooped by 
the Gibraltar Chronicle, which published Admiral Collingwood’s report in a special 
edition on October 24, 1805, three days after the battle, and eleven days before news 
of it reached London. Of course its readership was very limited, but it was still first. 
The paper, which was founded four years earlier and is still being published, knew 
that details of Nelson’s death “must be deeply interesting, not only to his own country, 
but also to the world in general.” As soon as HMS Victory, with Nelson’s body pre-
served in a cask of brandy, arrived in port, the Chronicle sent staff members to “obtain  
every information in our power” on the engagement. Its reports were later published 
by The Times and other papers in England and throughout Europe, as an addition to the  
official despatches.

Ten years later, it was the banker, Nathan Rothschild, who scooped both Cabinet 
and the newspapers with the report of Wellington’s victory over Napoleon at Water-
loo. Two days after the battle, one of his agents had brought Rothschild a copy of a 
Dutch newspaper which contained an account of the resounding victory; but few be-
lieved him until the official despatches arrived.

IV.

The New Breed:
Foreign Correspondents in the Nineteenth Century

“The constitution of a bullock, the digestion of an ostrich  
and an infinite adaptability to all circumstances”
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Wellington did not have any direct contact with journalists as a military man; that 
was to come with politics, particularly when he made clear his total opposition to the 
Great Reform Bill of 1832. His preference was to ignore what was written about him 
and his policies, terming any comments, ‘impertinent’.

He was perhaps the first to refer to journalists and commentators as ‘the Gentle-
men’. But he came to realise that the public’s increasing literacy meant that newspa-
pers were of growing importance and could not be ignored. In the late 1820s, he even 
investigated whether any paper was for sale, so that the Tories might have a voice in 
the campaign against reform. His view of the press was made abundantly clear when 
he was attacked, in 1827, by the pugnacious Irish journalist, Stanley Giffard, in The 
Standard. The Iron Duke asked, “What can we do with these sort of fellows? We have 
no power over them, and for my part I will have no communication with them.”

It was the men who succeeded him in commanding the army who had to deal with 
war correspondents, and if today’s reporters complain of the way in which they are 
treated by the military, they should examine what happened to their predecessors.

✴

When it was clear that the campaign against Russia in the Crimea was not going ac-
cording to plan, and that despatches were quite useless, being written by an aged 
general staff whose incompetence and stupidity was of unimaginable proportions, 
editors started sending their best men to see what was going on. They were not  
well received.

The Daily News sent out a reporter in his early twenties, Edward Godkin, who was 
later to be editor of the New York Evening Post. Having representing The Times in Paris 
and Brussels, he was sent out to cover the war. He recalled what happened when the 
British Consul in Varna introduced him to the commander of the Light Division, “an 
elderly gentleman, of the most correct deportment”. General Sir George Brown was 
sixty-six and his career and opinions stretched back to the Peninsular War:

A shudder seemed to pass through his frame at the mention of The Times. He maintained a 
dead silence while the correspondent remained in the room, as if the slightest utterance in 
his presence might endanger the monarchy.1

That reaction would have been well understood by Wellington.
One wonders how William Howard Russell, the great Times correspondent, would 

have reacted. Would he have indulged in self-censorship to help hide the incompe-
tence of the generals and mismanagement of the war effort? Though he was never 
bylined in The Times, he became extremely well-known through lectures and public 
appearances. He was to become a public figure and was knighted in 1895. In extreme 
old age, he was invested as a Commander of the Royal Victorian Order by Edward VII. 
Russell recorded in his diary that the King said to him, “You must not trouble to kneel, 
Billy! Stoop!”

During the Crimean War, Edward’s parents would not have been nearly so ami-
able. Victoria and Albert were appalled by his despatches describing the disgraceful 

conditions of the troops and the incompetence of the military. They were particularly 
incensed if there was any reflection on their beloved Guards.* The sort of thing they – 
and the Government – hated, were Russell’s despatches from before Sebastopol. In The 
Times of November 25, 1854, he wrote:

It is now pouring rain – the skies are black as ink – the wind is howling over the staggering 
tents – the trenches are turned into dykes – in the tents the water is sometimes a foot deep. 
Our men have neither warm nor waterproof clothing – they are out for twelve hours at a 
time in the trenches – they are plunged into the miseries of a winter campaign – and not a 
soul seems to care for their comfort, or even their lives. These are the hard truths, but the 
people of England must hear them. They must know that the wretched beggar who wanders 
about the streets of London in the rain, leads the life of a prince compared with the British 
soldiers who are fighting out here for their country.

And again, on December 1, he reported:

the dead, laid out as they died, are lying side by side with the living, and the latter present 
a spectacle beyond all imagination. The commonest accessories of a hospital are wanting; 
there is not the slightest attention paid to decency or cleanliness – the stench is appalling 
– the foetid air can barely struggle out to taint the atmosphere, save through chinks in the 
walls and roofs, and for all I can observe, these men die without the least effort being made 
to save them.

Russell is generally regarded as the first of the ‘star’ war correspondents, men and 
women whose egos were as well-developed as their professionalism, and who were 
to dominate reporting through two World Wars and into the days of radio and televi-
sion. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, Godkin was to write that the most 
important result of the Crimea war was “the creation and development of the ‘special 
correspondent’ of the newspapers.” He went on:

the real beginning of newspaper correspondence was the arrival of ‘Billy’ Russell … he was 
then a man of mature age [34], had had a long newspaper experience, and possessed just the 
special qualities that were needed for the place. In his hands correspondence from the field 
really became a power before which generals began to quail.

Godkin said that the British army suffered from “the evil of good family connec-
tions.” In contrast, many a host on the Continent had been taught a lesson by Napoleon:  

*As one way of giving a different picture and showing that all was well and that their Sovereign did care, 
Victoria and Albert were sponsors of two very different artists – William Simpson, a painter who was 
to have a long career as a war artist, and Roger Fenton, practitioner of the new-fangled craft of pho-
tography. (The latter was the descendant of another Roger Fenton, an eighteenth century Essex parson 
who was one of the translating team that produced the Epistles in the King James Bible.) The Fenton 
who went to the Crimea was a 35-year-old lawyer who had taken up photography and had been engaged 
by the Queen to record her growing family. He was not the first war photographer. That distinction 
probably goes to a Hungarian, Karl Baptist von Zathmari, who took pictures of both sides in the ear-
ly stages of the war between Russia and Turkey. None of his work survives, and Fenton’s photographs 
are the first we have from a scene of war: see Gernsheim, A., Roger Fenton Photographer of the Crime-
an War (Secker and Warburg, 1954). Nor was Fenton the first to accompany the British troops. An earlier  
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in battle, all class distinctions vanish. Godkin believed that reports by journalists from 
the Crimea were

a troubling of the waters which was a good thing for both the British army and people. It 
led to a real awakening of the official mind. It brought home to the War Office the fact that 
the public has something to say about the conduct of wars, and that they are not the concern 
exclusively ... of sovereigns and statesmen.

Without doubt, it helped that Russell, who had been educated at Trinity College, 
Dublin, was from the same social stratum as many of the senior officers; thus he was 
acceptable and they assumed he could be trusted. Class helps even today, as some envi-
ous war correspondents have noted when they think other, smoother people are being 
favoured. In a long obituary on his death, aged 86, in 1908, The Times paid tribute to 
one of its greatest journalists. It argued that

war correspondents might well have become an evil if the first and greatest of the body 
had not set an example at the outset how the most zealous discharge of the duties of a pur-
veyor of war news could be made consistent with the most perfect loyalty to the army whose 
achievements and experience it was the correspondents’ mission to record.

Field Marshal Sir Evelyn Wood, who, as a twenty-year-old, saw action in the Crimea 
and went on to win a Victoria Cross in the Indian Mutiny, wrote in the Fortnightly 
Review:

he incurred much enmity, but few unprejudiced men who were in the Crimea will now at-
tempt to call into question the fact that by awakening the conscience of the British nation 
to the sufferings of its troops, he saved the remnant of those grand battalions we landed  
in September.

Notwithstanding the likes of General Sir George Brown, even in the middle of the nine-
teenth century, there were a few exceptions among the more foresighted and relaxed 
generals. Russell, who gained his first fame by his influential war despatches from 
the Crimea as The Times correspondent, was to have a far warmer reception when 
covering the Indian Mutiny later in the same decade. He soon had an interview with 
the commander on the spot, General Sir Colin Campbell, one of the few competent 
British military men of mid-Victorian times. A gallant soldier and the son of a car-

photographic ‘unit’ was lost when the ship in which they and all their equipment were travelling capsized. 
Fenton’s pictures gave a much more comforting and sanitized image of life at the front than the reports of 
Russell and others. In 1855, even without modern editing techniques, photographs could still effectively 
give the wrong impression by exactly what they do not show. His efforts certainly pleased those in London 
who had sent him. His photographs are not just the result of what were presumably instructions, but reflect 
the primitive technical facilities of the time. He could not take action pictures. His photographs had to be 
posed with the subjects remaining immobile for up to twenty seconds. In addition, they had to be taken 
close to the special horse-drawn van which he had brought from England to process the plates. But they do 
give a good record of some of the tidier aspects of the campaign, and he produced portraits of many generals 
and personalities, including Russell. The portrait of the British Commander in Chief, Lord Raglan, surely 
proves that one photograph is worth a thousand words – so obviously a sad, perplexed and exhausted man
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penter, he was distrusted by the military and civil establishments partly because he 
was so successful, but mostly because they did not consider him a gentleman. From 
his background, he was more likely than other generals to understand that ordinary 
people wanted, and had a right to, news from the battlefield where sons or husbands 
were daily at risk.

He and Russell were old friends from the Crimea and Campbell greeted him thus:

Now Mr Russell, I’ll be candid with you. We shall make a compact. You shall know every-
thing that is going on. You shall see all my reports, and get every information that I have 
myself on the condition that you do not mention it in camp or let it be known in any way, 
except in your letter to England.2

He was worried only about local security and didn’t care what they knew in Eng-
land. Russell agreed and promised that the condition would be faithfully observed. 
The relationship and mutual trust paid off as it always has with all the best war corre-
spondents and commanders. He accompanied the army on the Relief of Lucknow and 
was provided with luxurious tented accommodation, which made him remember the 
hardships which he and other reporters suffered at Sebastopol.

But the reaction of most generals was more like Brown’s than Campbell’s. This did 
not apply to a favoured few ‘trusties’, who came to the theatre with reputations as 
novelists or writers, and those who came with letters of introduction from the nobility 
or influential people. These were of the sort no sensible general would ignore. Herbert 
Kitchener was typical of the old guard. His appointment to command the army which 
would re-conquer the Sudan, and avenge General Gordon, was criticised by much of 
the radical press which described him as unreliable and too headstrong. His contempt 
for journalists was never hidden and relations with the press in general were bad from 
the beginning of the campaign.

This relationship was not helped by the favouritism he showed to Hubert Howard 
of the Times and G. W. Steevens of the Daily Mail. In his biography of Kitchener, Philip 
Magnus reported that, shortly before the Battle of Omdurman, a group of correspon-
dents waited outside his tent in the expectation of a statement. The General knew they 
were there but let them wait, and when he finally emerged, strode through them with 
the words, “get out of my way, you drunken swabs!”3 Doubtless this sort of attitude 
was remembered when much of the press, led by Northcliffe, bitterly criticised his 
competence as Minister of Defence in the early years of the Great War.

By the time of the Sudan campaign, certain rudimentary regulations concerning 
war correspondents were in place, as Phillip Knightley explains in his excellent study 
of war correspondents, The First Casualty, which is a classic among books on war 
reporting.4 Russell’s reporting from the Crimea, and particularly the attacks in The 
Times on the luckless Lord Raglan, who commanded the British expedition, had shift-
ed some public opinion away from criticising the military to attacking the newspapers 
and the correspondents. This made it easier for the Commander in Chief, Sir William 
Codrington, to issue on February 25, 1856, a general order which Knightley says “must 
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rank as the origin of military censorship.” The order forbade the publication of details 
of value to the enemy, and made provision for correspondents who broke the rules to 
be expelled.

These guidelines were too late for the Crimea but were in place for the Sudan, and 
really came into their own in the Boer War. Later, these military regulations “became 
a dominant feature of the reporting of the First World War, crushing correspondents 
into virtual silence.”5 They were very successful as Niall Ferguson demonstrates clear-
ly in the Pity of War.6 He writes that “the embarrassing loss of the battleship Auda-
cious off Ireland in October 1914 was not reported in Britain, nor was the Battle of 
Jutland until some time after it was over.”*

✴

The Boer War (1899–1902) attracted such people as Kipling and Edgar Wallace, jour-
nalist and later very successful writer of thrillers. But they were to be subject to the 
same harsh and repressive censorship which was later to be commonplace through-
out much of the twentieth century. One censor threw correspondents’ copy into the 
wastepaper basket without bothering to read it.7 Baron de Reuter wrote to the head of 
the Press Association in July, 1900:

the censor’s action is nothing short of a scandal ... the censor (undoubtedly acting under 
orders) suppresses everything which is not favourable. The way the British public are  
being continuously misled and the honesty of correspondents frustrated is a disgrace to  
the authorities.8

At one stage, the War Office unwisely tried to take on Northcliffe9 and banned the 
Daily Mail from receiving any official news and statements. They also called on the 
news agencies to withhold official releases. But Northcliffe replied that he had a con-
tract with PA and he would, if necessary, go to court to ensure he received everything. 
The War Office did not pursue their ridiculous plan.

As Badsey says, from 1870 onwards, the military saw an increasing problem with 
the press. This was exacerbated by what Evelyn Wood, then the Adjutant General to 
the British Army, saw, in 1899, as

the multiplication and acceleration of the means of communication and the feverish compe-
tition of modern journalism to obtain news which will interest the enormous reading public 
for which it caters.10

The generals received support for their view, that it would be much better if noth-
ing were to be reported, from many quarters, including W. T. Stead.11 Although he 
militantly exposed domestic wrongs, his belief in open reporting did not extend to 

*As Prime Minister, Lloyd George knew just how effective official censorship was in maintaining morale 
and this was helped through self-censorship by ‘patriotic’ correspondents. He told C. P. Scott, editor of 
the Manchester Guardian, in December 1917, when things were at a low ebb, “if the people really knew, the 
war would be stopped tomorrow. But of course they don’t – and can’t – know. The correspondents don’t 
write and the censorship would not pass the truth.”: Knightley, op. cit., p. 109.
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international affairs. After a Continental tour in 1898, by which time many thought he 
was getting more Christianly-dottier, he wrote:

[the] fact is that the intervention of the Press in international disputes tends daily to become 
more hostile to peace and civilisation … our modern journalism is the most potent weapon 
yet invented by the devil for banishing peace and goodwill from the earth. Sooner or later 
the nations will in self-defence have to provide some means of silencing newspaper com-
ment when international questions are in debate.

In the years that have followed, plenty of politicians and commentators have echoed 
that opinion (‘in the national interest, old boy’), but few have dared to express it openly 
or in print.

This attitude of senior officers to ‘writing johnnies’ lasted for at least a century; and 
with some even longer. Sir Douglas Haig, when he became Commander in Chief of the 
British Forces during World War I, dismissed reporters with disdain saying that after 
all they were only “writing for Mary Ann in the kitchen”.12 It is worth recording that, 
North of the Border, Haig is often referred to as Scotland’s most successful general 
because “he killed more English (on the Somme and other World War I battlefields) 
than anyone else in history.” Haig thought some of the correspondents quite gentle-
manly, but his antipathy went back a long way. The military historian, Stephen Badsey, 
reports that, in 1898, Haig, then a major, reacted with horror at the suggestion that his 
cousin might appear as a correspondent to cover the Sudan campaign:

The idea of coming as a correspondent is absurd. Briefly my reasons are first: the Sirdar 
[Kitchener] has no intention of having a thorough criticism of his methods. So the corre-
spondents are kept entirely by themselves and only allowed to see and report what he choos-
es. Secondly the class of correspondent is so very low indeed (only one man, Stevens [sic - it 
was actually spelled Steevens] of the Daily Mail at all educated [he was a Fellow of Pembroke 
College, Oxford] is a gentleman) that I should be sorry to live, mess and spend long days in 
company with such. Thirdly the work performed by all newspapers correspondents is most 
degrading: they can’t tell the whole truth, even if they wanted to do so. The British public 
likes to read sensational news and the best war correspondent is he who can tell the most 
thrilling lies.13

Was there ever a better summary of the military establishment’s view of the hacks?
Many commanders, such as Haig, General Garnet Wolseley and Admiral Jackie 

Fisher, had their opinion of journalists coloured by experiences as young officers and, 
as Badsey says, “they saw reporters as increasingly less deferential, more intrusive, 
and less willing to accept military direction.” Methods of transmitting copy steadily 
improved and with the advent of radio, television and satellite communications, as far 
as the military was concerned, things appeared to many of them to get worse.

✴

In 1914, editors and publishers, just like the General Staff, assumed that the war would 
follow the lines of that in South Africa a few years before. Northcliffe reasoned that 
as a majority of senior generals were cavalry men, they would be more likely to be 
cooperative with a correspondent who could ride and talk about horses. He thus in-
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structed the Daily Mail sports editor to buy a horse and report to the War Office, who 
had made it clear they had no intention of allowing any reporter to accompany the 
army to France. The wretched man was told to go off and exercise his horse in Rotten 
Row where he found other prospective war correspondents doing the same.

It was to be over a year before a few correspondents were reluctantly accredited to 
GHQ in France. Each had a conducting officer who accompanied him everywhere, not 
just in the field. These travelling censors read correspondents’ despatches and their 
private letters, and actually had the authority to use chemical tests to look for invisible 
ink. They were a strange bunch – one a poet and tiger shooter, another a painter and 
musician – but all united in the certainty that the journalists were not really gentle-
men, in spite of their backgrounds – and almost certainly Bolsheviks.*

Although complete prohibition of reporting international events could never be en-
acted, all war correspondents during World War I had to endure rigid censorship and 
almost complete control by bureaucrats over what they wrote, as well as having to en-
dure the disdain of the generals. A few managed to overcome these obstructions, and 
chief among them was Philip Gibbs (1877–1962), who, at 47, had already had a varied 
reporting career. He received a knighthood for his work during the war, and became 
a highly successful novelist. He wrote his own obituary: “He was the slave of Fleet 
Street, bound by an unwritten law, unwritten but almost unbreakable, never to let his 
paper down.”

The censors won a preliminary battle in Gallipoli, in 1915, by destroying the highly 
critical despatches of Ellis Ashmead-Bartlett. He had been nominated to cover the Dar-
danelles campaign for London newspapers, as well as writing for the Daily Telegraph, 
for whom he had worked for some years. He was very experienced, having covered vari-
ous Turkish wars and reported from the Far East on the Russo-Japanese war. He had 
served in the army during the Boer War, and thus had some expertise lacking in other 
war correspondents. This made him highly unpopular with the generals and staff, for he 
was never reluctant to state very forcefully where he thought they were going wrong.

Ashmead-Bartlett was horrified by the way the campaign was going and furious at 
the restrictions placed upon his reporting, which forbade the mention of any setbacks 
or casualties. He briefed the Australian correspondent, Keith Murdoch (father of  

*Later press officers, for example in the 1982 Falklands War, were better trained and less eccentric, but 
equally adept in frustrating war correspondents’ attempts to get a real story. From the Falklands, it some-
times took longer to transmit copy to London via Inmarsat (the satellite communications system) than 
Russell experienced over the telegraph in the Crimea. The Royal Navy initially wanted to fight the war 
privately away from public gaze with no reporters or photographers on ships. There was often double, 
and contradictory, censorship in the field and in London – something that did not happen in World War 
II. Robert Hutchinson, Defence Correspondent of PA and later a senior editorial executive of Jane’s, and I 
carried on a lively and loud battle with Defence Ministry bureaucrats to get better facilities and more up 
to date information. We didn’t have much luck, finding that most of the senior Navy people echoed Denis 
Thatcher’s description of journalists as ‘the Reptiles’. Typical of the attitude was the action of an officer 
briefing a journalist about to leave for the Falklands. The reporter was handed a piece of paper and told, 
“This is all you’ll really need to know.” It contained instructions about the correct way of filling in a chit 
when ordering drinks in the wardroom.
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Rupert), and both were eventually to expose the incompetence of the staff and the hor-
rors that resulted. They decided to circumvent the censors. Murdoch was arrested in 
Marseilles, carrying a despatch, from Ashmead-Bartlett, recording the true state of af-
fairs which they hoped would influence the Government. Not surprisingly, Ashmead-
Bartlett was expelled from the Dardanelles by General Sir Ian Hamilton. He returned 
to London and wrote a long article for the Sunday edition of The Times which exposed 
the growing disaster of Gallipoli. It added to a campaign which led to the withdrawal 
of British forces and the sacking of Hamilton.*

Knightley correctly points out that, by avoiding censorship, Ashmead-Bartlett had 
given the public an immediate eyewitness report of what was going on, and, “if war 
correspondents in France had only been as enterprising, the war might not have con-
tinued its ghastly course.”16

As well as being a perceptive and forthright correspondent, Ashmead-Bartlett was 
an outrageous character. Unlike most reporters, he appeared to have unlimited ex-
penses – even though he was personally bankrupt on occasion. It was noted that he 
spent large amounts on buying liquor from the Navy, and a frequent sight was of Greek 
porters staggering up the hill to the press camp loaded with his supplies.17

But his eccentricities did not diminish his ability as an outstanding reporter. It was 
his brilliant eyewitness report, carried in every Australian paper on May 8, 1915, of 
the allied landing, which captured the imagination of readers several thousand miles 
away. The Sydney Morning Herald, in introducing the report, said:

Mr Ashmead-Bartlett has been through many campaigns; he has seen men of many 
nations win glory on the battlefield. Thus he has been able to watch the behaviour of 
our soldiers with a steady eye and to weigh it against the behaviour of some of the fin-
est troops in the world. And he has not written this despatch for the special edification 
of Australians – he has written it solely for the London papers which he represents. So 
when he says the Australian troops … have proved their right to stand besides the he-
roes of Mons, the Aisne, Ypres and Neuve Chapelle, we can read into that declaration 
a glorious meaning indeed.

Les Carlyon, in his book, Gallipoli,18 says that readers liked the story best because it 
was written by an Englishman: “England was the mother country and Australia, like 
all children, craved approval.” He added that

Ashmead-Bartlett had produced an image that made Australians feel good about themselves. 
The nation was only 14 years old; it had never done anything much in the wider world before. 
Ashmead-Bartlett had started the Anzac legend.

Unlike many of the other war correspondents he was never awarded a knighthood 
or any other honour: he was obviously considered too disruptive.

✴

*Hamilton after the war became a playwright – his The Housemaster being at one time much played by 
amateur dramatic societies.
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In Scoop, probably the best and certainly the wittiest novel written about journalism, 
Evelyn Waugh created a character, Sir Jocelyn Hitchcock. He perfectly exemplified 
some of the senior citizens, the ‘firemen’, who used to appear, expecting special treat-
ment at trouble spots round the world, especially in Asia and Africa. ‘Hitchcock’ was 
presumably based on Sir Perceval Phillips (1877–1937), who had been sent to the war 
in Abyssinia by the Daily Telegraph. Phillips, born in the United States, was knighted 
along with several other war correspondents at the end of World War I. He had cov-
ered just about every conflict from the Graeco-Turkish war of 1897, and was clearly a 
magnificent operator. Waugh made ‘Hitchcock’ scoop the rest of Fleet Street with a 
phoney story. Actually, Phillips’s ‘exclusive’ story in Abyssinia, which he shared with 
John Mills of the Associated Press, concerning the Emperor’s signing over major oil 
concessions, was genuine. His scoop infuriated his rivals, while they still admired the 
professional skill of a veteran nearing his seventieth birthday. Falk wrote of him:

He was reliable, enterprising and often first with the news; his stories read well and were 
brimful of facts. That in the closing year of his life a certain middle-aged sedateness should 
have characterised his work was perhaps unavoidable.19

Among those who reported from Abyssinia was a representative of The Times who 
ranks among the great British war correspondents of the twentieth century. George 
Steer (1909–44), born in South Africa, filed the most perceptive and moving reports. 
Waugh, who briefly covered the war, dismissed Steer’s reporting, partly because he 
tended to be an efficient loner and but more likely through jealousy. He had achieved 
something Waugh lacked and was sensitive about – outstanding academic achieve-
ments as a classical scholar at Winchester and Oxford. Steer’s messages from Abys-
sinia were graphic and dramatic, though, in those days, his paper gave no bylines.

But it was Steer’s eyewitness report during the Spanish Civil War of the German 
bombing of Guernica and its aftermath, to be immortalised by Picasso, which gave 
him a world-wide reputation. As a result, he became an idol of the Republicans and 
the Left, while Franco’s forces and their supporters continued to deny that it had hap-
pened and even tried, on a couple of occasions, to kill him. His openly anti-Fascist 
views did not find favour at The Times. During World War II, as a soldier, Steer used 
his considerable talents directing propaganda at enemy troops, first in Abyssinia, and 
then in the Burma campaign, where he was killed in a jeep accident aged just 35.

Bill Deedes, at over 90, was still more active and a better reporter than most. In 
his book about the Abyssian Campaign, To War with Waugh,* he recounts the furious 
meeting of war correspondents to protest the imposition of censorship which preclud-
ed their mentioning “the Emperor, troop movements, all war news outside the official 
communiqués, and anything that might assist the enemy or reflect adversely on Abys-
sinia’s way of life.” He rightly says that such restrictions would have seemed normal in 
later conflicts, for, as Badsey remarks:

*Deedes, sent out by the Morning Post, assures us that he was not the model for William Boot, but that he 
did have a mountain of luggage foisted on him by the paper.
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armed forces were able to achieve and maintain this level of control partly because of the in-
herent strength of their bargaining position, granting access to the battlefield and to senior 
commanders in return for protection, transport, and communications; but also because the 
media as political institutions and their owners largely shared the prevailing view on the 
need for such measures.20

There were slightly better press arrangements in place at the start of World War II 
than there had been twenty-five years before, even though the generals were planning 
to fight the war in the same way as the last one. It was, in a way, understandable as 
all of them had served in the Great War, and those with any imagination were doubt-
less traumatised by its horrors, and were influenced by that experience. The defeats 
in France in 1940 and in Singapore two years later put that right. At the start, editors 
were happy to find anyone who was fit and not immediately liable for military service 
to be war correspondents. Among them was another sports editor. Vernon Morgan of 
Reuters was sent to cover the strange 1940 campaign in Finland. Neither the campaign 
nor his despatches were outstanding.

But the British army began to learn in Malaya when fighting communist insurgents 
in the 1950s. They developed a highly successful ‘hearts and minds’ policy in parallel 
with military action, and with the troubles in Northern Ireland from 1969, it quick-
ly realised that the old attitudes of keeping the press at a distance would no longer 
work. Not just military spokesmen and senior officers, but soldiers of all ranks were 
made available for interviews, not only with newspapers but direct with television 
and radio. Fifty years ago, that would have been impossible. As an 18-year-old squad-
die, I would never have been allowed near any journalist, let alone been permitted to 
express views on the record. It is also fair to say that we teenagers in the 1940s did 
not have the self-assurance or ability to express ourselves when compared to today’s 
youth. We would have been quite incapable of speaking fluently to camera and anyway 
the awful thought of a sergeant major listening would have seriously inhibited us.

Thus we see that war correspondents were always first and foremost eccentric, ex-
trovert and extravagant. Ward Price (1895–1961), the senior special correspondent of 
the Daily Mail between the wars, whose career overlapped with Gibbs’s, and who was 
a correspondent in both wars, had an almost Victorian reputation for extrovert supe-
riority. As a young reporter, when I was being instructed on how to do my expenses 
(“get them in on time and the accounts department will love you and probably won’t 
question you too much”), I was told a story about Price which I have never been able 
to confirm. Before leaving to cover some war or other, he was told that he must in fu-
ture produce detailed expense accounts. On his return to London, the story went, he 
submitted the following:

Taxi: office to Victoria station, porters etc  3/6d

To covering the war  £3000

Taxi: from Victoria to office, porters etc  3/0d

ToTAL £3000 6/6d

The New Breed
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And today’s war correspondents? Are there still the characters? Alas too often ner-
vous proprietors, servile broadcasting authorities and prudent editors, and above all the 
accountants, are unwilling to risk eccentricity. There are a few exceptions. Apart from 
anything else, the government of the day tends to make it clear that they deplore a ‘loose 
cannon’. Most foreign and war correspondents seem to be rather ordinary and worthy, 
if highly professional, people. They are clearly far better trained and more competent 
that we ever were. There are among them many who are the equal in talent, courage 
and initiative of their predecessors; but a large majority hide any eccentricities.

1Ogden, R. (ed.), The Life and Letters of Edwin Lawrence Godkin (Macmillan, 1907), pp. 100-101. 
2Russell, W. H., My Diary in India (Routledge, Warne and Routledge, 1860). 
3Magnus, P., Kitchener Portrait of an Imperialist (John Murray, 1958), p. 134. 
4Knightley, P., The First Casualty (London: Andre Deutsch, 1975), p. 16. 
5Ibid. 
6Ferguson, N., Pity of War (London: Penguin Books, 1998). 
7Knightley, op. cit., p. 74. 
8Scott, G., Reporter Anonymous (Hutchinson, 1968). 
9See the biographical portrait in the following chapter. 
10Badsey, S., “The Media and the Art of War in the Western World, 1792-1975” (Paper presented to Con-
gress of Military History Bucharest, August 2003). 
11See biographical portrait in the following chapter. 
12Gibbs, P., Pageant of the Years (Heinemann, 1946). 
13Quoted by Badsey, S., “The Media and the Art of War in the Western World, 1792-1975” (Paper pre-
sented to Congress of Military History Bucharest, August 2003). 
14Op. cit. 
15Knightley, op. cit. 
16Knightley, op. cit., p. 103. 
17Op. cit. 
18Carlyon, L., Gallipoli (Pan-Macmillan, 2001). 
19Op. cit. 
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John Milton

English journalism and newspapers may be dated from the seventeenth cen-
tury. It was then that the first people who can properly be identified as journal-

ists emerged. But in press histories and media lecture rooms, it is a glorious poet, not 
someone thought of as a journalist, who is chiefly remembered. John Milton’s Are-
opagitica is now heralded as a first defence of the freedom of the press. It is often spo-
ken of in the same breath as Magna Carta, the document which the barons compelled 
King John to sign in 1215. This set out their relations with the sovereign. Milton’s 1644 
printed speech is a less reactionary document than Magna Carta, it is nevertheless not 
quite as pure as is made out.

Milton published the Areopagitica in an age when formal education, supported by 
liberal use of the birch, concentrated on the classics. Most educated readers would 
recognise the allusion to the hill outside Athens where the Council of State met and 
debated free of restriction and censorship. The pamphlet, entitled, ‘A Speech for the 
Liberty of Unlicenced Printing’, was written at a time when he was finding bureau-
cratic difficulties in getting his pamphlets, including his revolutionary thoughts on 
divorce, published.

Such views were anathematised by the influential Puritan sects with whom he was 
usually in accord. He wrote that the Commonwealth must

have a vigilant eye how books demean themselves as well as men; and thereafter to 
confine, imprison, and do sharpest justice on them as malefactors; for books are not ab-
solutely dead things, but do contain a potency of life in them to be as active as that soul 
whose progeny they are … unless wariness be used, as good kill a man as kill a good book; 
who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, God’s image; but he who destroys a good 
book, kills reason, kills the image of God as it were in the eye. A good book is the precious 
life-blood of a master spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life.

This is certainly a clarion call for freedom of expression and against pre-publication 
censorship. Prior restraint, through writs forbidding publication, is a concept which is 
much favoured by many politicians and attempted by numerous shady businessmen and 
publishers, including the late Robert Maxwell, and most recently by the Royal Family. 
Milton’s condemnation is thus as relevant today as it was then. The debate surfaced 
again in 2003 when the law prevented newspapers in England publishing an allegation 
about the Prince of Wales, even though it was published abroad and on the Internet.

But the Areopagitica is certainly not a plea for complete freedom. There is not much 

V.

Portraits of Some Great,  
if Flawed, Journalists

“What shall one beleeve?”



MAO'S TOE220 | 221|

tolerance for what is or was written by others and already published and in print. This 
is the paradox of Milton. Seven years later, he was to become a licenser of publications 
and was himself censor and supervising editor of news-books in 1650.

He was to write “do we not see not once not oftner but weekly that continued libel 
against the parliament and city, printed as wet sheets can witness and disperst among 
us for all licensing can do”. For “mischievous books”, he wrote, “the fire and the execu-
tioner will be the timeliest and most effectual remedy”. Like many other authoritarian 
liberals, both clerical and lay, he believed there must be safeguards for religion or mo-
rality, even if these meant censorship. ‘Correct thinking’ must not be threatened even 
if this meant invoking the law with at least the threat of the pillory.

Milton was a bigot regarding Roman Catholicism. He saw the Papists as a danger 
to public security. He was virulently anti-Irish and his anti-Catholicism had been 
strengthened during a visit to Italy as a young man, when he called on the persecuted 
Gallileo. There, he also noted the effect of prior restraint on intellectual life through 
the Index. As Professor Tim Blanning observes,1 his anti-Catholicism and other preju-
dices and his unqualified support for Oliver Cromwell’s savage repression in Ireland 
make Milton a much less sympathetic and ‘liberal’ figure. His views were exemplified 
when he wrote “these murderous Irish, the enemies of God and mankind… the vil-
lainous and savage scum of Ireland” and his description of them as a “Crew of Reb-
els whose inhumanities are long since become the horrour and execration of all that 
heare them.”2

The Areopagitica did not make any impact at the time and was regarded simply as part 
of a general written debate among intellectuals and political and religious disputants. 
When he wrote it, although he was well-known, Milton did not enjoy the eminence he 
was to achieve. He was already highly regarded as a poet, though Paradise Lost, which 
was to give him immortality, was not to be published for another twenty years.

The Areopagitica was certainly less impenetrable in style even to his contempo-
raries than his other prose pieces. The work, though, did not attract attention until 
the nineteenth century, when writers and teachers were beginning to look at the press 
as a suitable subject for study. They used it as a signpost to press freedom. It has been 
quoted continuously at journalism schools but a minority of those who use it in essays 
will have read it, and, with the decline of classical education, even fewer will have the 
slightest idea of the relevance of Milton’s title.

John Aubrey

Milton's prose works were not thought significant enough to be mentioned by his 
contemporary, John Aubrey, even though his portrait of Milton is one of the longest of 
his Brief Lives. It would be stretching definition to describe Aubrey as an early journal-
ist, but he certainly was a natural gossip columnist! He was born near Malmesbury in 
1625 and lived until 1697, a long time for those days. He was alive during four reigns 
and the Interregnum, and witnessed the civil war without taking any part in it. But he 
did know just about everyone who mattered during the later part of the seventeenth 

century, and had superb contacts who were prepared to tell him stories about promi-
nent people.

He did indeed have all the attributes generally ascribed throughout the years to  
every reporter. These included personal extravagance – he lost a fortune; an appetite 
for scurrilous gossip; and a great liking for drink. He was a dilettante who knew ev-
eryone – and he made the most of it. But above all, as he wrote of himself, “he was very 
curious, his greatest delight to be continually with artificers. And understood their 
trade.”3 His self-portrait continues:

Aubrey was a good reporter with acute observation. He tells of a Dr Napier ‘who was no 
Doctor, but a divine (rector Lindfordiensis) and practised Physick, when a Patient or Quaer-
ent came to him, presently went to his Closet to Pray ... That he did converse with the Arch-
angel Raphael, who told him if the Patient were curable or incurable …

The parson’s success in attracting patients was proved by the fact that “his Knees were 
horny with frequent Praying.”

As a natural and lively gossip, Aubrey said of himself, “when a boy did ever love to 
converse with old men as Living History.” And, like all those relying on gossip, mis-
takes crept in; weaknesses that his detractors were quick to point out. As he rather 
charmingly says, “what shall one beleeve?” when printing two versions of a story, hav-
ing heard both on good authority. But most of the time, he was assiduous in checking 
his facts and showed scepticism rare for that age when most were inclined to take ev-
erything at face value. He recorded ruefully how his dilatoriness could make him lose 
an opportunity for copy – “I thought to have taken memoires of him; but deferring it 
Death took away Sir Jonas.”

Like any good modern reporter, he carefully kept his contacts notebook, and from 
the age of 29, he recalls, “he began to enter into pocket memorandum books, philo-
sophical and antiquarian remarques.” Aubrey might have been referring to today’s 
tabloids when he wrote of the dramatists of his day that “now our present writers  
reflect so much upon particular persons and coxcombeities, that twenty years head 
they will not be understood.” He realised that the distribution of news by word of 
mouth and oral tradition were things of the past, saying, “books are common, and 
most of the poor people understand letters … and the divine art of Printing and Gun-
powder have frightened away Robin-good-fellow and the Fayries.”

As a gossip writer, Aubrey’s skill was in collecting trifles. He wrote of George With-
er (1588–1667), a Puritan poet who produced one or two anti-royalist pamphlets, that 
he was “an easie rhymer and no good poet whose Witt was Satyricall. I think the first 
thing he wrote was Abuses Whipt and Stript for which he was committed to Newgate.” 
When he was taken prisoner during the Civil War, “Sir John Denham pleaded for the 
King not to hang him for while George Wither lived he [Sir John] should not be the 
worst poet in England.”

He described Sir John Birkenhead (1616–79), author of much of the Mercurius  
Aulicus, which was published from the King’s headquarters in Oxford during the Civil 
War, as “exceedingly bold, confident, witty, but not very grateful to his benefactors; 
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would Lye damnably. He was of middling stature, great goggli eies, not of sweet as-
pect.”4 Birkenhead, a Fellow of All Souls, wrote several pamphlets while in exile with 
Charles II, and, after the fall of Oxford to the Roundheads, lived by his wits, helping 
young men composing “poems, songs and epistles to their respective mistresses.”

The Parliamentary side was not short of writers to give a contrary view to that of 
Birkenhead. One, the Scotish Dove, written by George Smith, declared that it was “An 
antidote against the poisonous insinuations of Mercurius Aulicus, and the errours of 
other intelligencers.” They reported plenty of accusations of witchcraft and allega-
tions of Royalist atrocities. Understandably, there was no attempt at unbiased report-
ing. The report in the Parliamentary Post of September 30, 1645, said of those defend-
ing Basing House in Hampshire, “they are all Papists in that Garrison, and if ever 
there was Purgatory on earth the Papists doe find it and feele it there.”

Many of the publications on both sides were given the prefix Mercurius after the 
quicksilver god Mercury, by reputation lively, inquiring, and ingenious. Wither wrote, 
in Mercurius Rusticus, that “all Mercuries having the planet Mercurie predominant at 
the Nativities cannot but retain a twing of lying.” The Parliamentary leaders sought, 
without success, to ban Royalist and Presbyterian newspapers. At the same time, they 
acknowledged the usefulness of sympathetic reports. On September 20, 1647, General 
Sir Thomas Fairfax wrote to the Speaker of the House of Lords:

I have sent inclosed some Printed Pamphlets that are not only very scandalous and abusive 
to this Army in particular, but indeed to the whole Kingdom in general. My Desire is, that 
these and all of a like Nature may be suppressed for the future, and yet, that the King-
dom’s Expectation may be satisfied in relation to Intelligence, till a firm Peace be settled.

Marchmont Nedham

By the early years of the seventeenth century, what could almost be called the first 
English newspapers were being published. Originally these were translations of pam-
phlets published on the Continent, mainly in Holland. But then entrepreneurs began 
to produce original English collections. Thomas Archer and Nicholas Bourne were 
later joined by Nathaniel Butter as publishers. Virtually nothing is known of them be-
yond the fact that the last-named was included by Jonson as a character in The Staple 
of News.

They were all members of the Stationers’ Company that had received its charter in 
1557. This gave the Stationers’ the task of licensing on behalf of the Sovereign all books 
and publications. For the next one hundred and forty years, the Stationers were to 
provide successive governments with a method of controlling a growing trade. They 
were particularly active during the Commonwealth, though their role was to continue 
until the end of the century. Those in authority on both sides had their licensers, who 
acted as censors, but were often not very successful. In spite of the efforts of Cromwell 
and his generals, ‘underground’ Royalist publications flourished in London even after 
the execution of the King. The Civil War and the Interregnum that followed the King’s 
death were to provide some very difficult and disputatious men who, though perhaps 
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better called pamphleteers, could be described as the first English journalists – or at 
least propagandising columnists. For many, it was a full-time career and the source of 
a good part of their incomes.

Among both Cavaliers and Roundheads, there was no shortage of vitriolic, scurrilous 
and often very witty writers who spent much of their time vilifying other pamphleteers 
and their news-books. They make today’s editors of such English papers as the Sun and 
the Daily Mirror look positively restrained in their published mutual antagonisms.

Marchmont Nedham was an excellent and ingenious writer much sought after by 
both sides. After he had changed allegiance, he was often attacked by the Royalist 
John Cleveland (1613–58), of whom Aubrey said, “he was more taken notice of for be-
ing an eminent Disputant than a good poet.” In 1644, Cleveland called Nedham “that 
impudent and incorrigible reviler who while the world lasts shall never be mentioned 
by any but to his shame and infamy.” Roger L’Estrange called him “the Goliath of the 
Philistines, the great Champion of the late Vsurper, whose pen was in comparison of 
others like a Weavers beam.”

However, L’Estrange paid tribute to his skill and effectiveness, and Nedham was 
certainly a model journalist. He had a good eye for detail and his description of, for 
example, the collapse of a rickety staircase outside the Whitehall Banqueting Palace, 
when crowds wanted to see Cromwell, is vivid. He was in many ways the first real 
English journalist, and, as the historian, Joad Raymond, says, he was innovative and 
thought about presentation to ensure the readers’ interest. He first came to promi-
nence as the chief writer of Mercurius Britanicus (sic).5 This was a satirical, anti-royalist 
weekly published in the years 1643-6. It was controversial and scurrilous, often bitter 
in its tone. But it showed that Nedham could be a very funny writer.

Cleveland gave his opinion of journalists, of whom he was actually one, and diurnals 
(journals) or news-books:

A diurnal maker is the sub-almoner of history ... one who by the same figure that a north 
country pedlar is a merchant … you may stile him an author ... to call him an historian is to 
knight a mandrake ... to give the reputation of an engineer to the maker of mousetraps … a 
squealing scribe as this that is troubled with rickets and makes pennyworths of history.

And, “a diurnal is a puny chronicle scare pin feathered with the wings of time. [An] 
ingredient of a diurnal is plots – horrible plots – since the stages were voted down the 
only playhouse is at Westminster.”

Nedham, who had been a student at All Souls College, Oxford, was later a school-
master and had studied medicine. He wrote very effectively for the Royalists in Ox-
ford and his work showed his ability as a controversialist. When later he started to 
work for Cromwell, he warned:

therefore I give fair warning I will deal with as little mercy as I have done formerly; my pen, 
ink and paper are still the same. I only loitered a while to take Physick but I promise you I 
purged away nothing but Phlegm and such drowsie humours, I have as much Choler and 
Gall left as ever.

It is likely that neither side found him a comfortable or easy supporter but he was 
certainly effective. Professor Raymond says that his success as a publicist during 
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Crowell’s rule should not be attributed solely to the forces of censorship and monop-
oly, but also to his abilities. He “combined diligent news gathering with continuing 
experimentation in the possibilities inherent in the newspaper; the political edge to 
his editing did not silence a plurality of voices.”6

Critics at the time, and ever since, have attacked Nedham as a turncoat who only 
wrote for money. But so have many other journalists throughout the centuries, who 
have been happy to work for anyone who pays, no matter their opinions. In the twen-
tieth century, and into the twenty-first, numerous leftwing journalists have made a 
good living writing for rabid Tory newspapers, such as Lord Beaverbrook’s Daily Ex-
press. Samuel Johnson, in the eighteenth century, would well have understood. When 
asked if he would be writing something about Italy for a guidebook, he replied, “I do 
not see that I could make a book on Italy; yet I should be glad to get £200 or £500 for 
such a work.” The censorious James Boswell, in his Life of Johnson, said that “he uni-
formly adhered to that strange opinion which his indolent disposition made him utter 
‘no man but a blockhead ever wrote except for money’.”7

Roger Muddiman

The thirty-year-old Roger Muddiman was chosen by General Monck to be his 
journalistic spokesman in 1659. His publication, Mercurius Politicus, was mostly a 
straightforward account of the General’s activities as events moved towards the  
Restoration. It was uncontroversial, and the author kept his options open, referring 
to Charles II as ‘the pretender King of England’. L’Estrange, in 1663, had supplanted  
Muddiman with the sole privilege of “writing all narratives not exceeding two sheets 
of paper [sixteen pages quarto] Mercuries, Diurnals, playbills etc.” He was later 
to say, “As to Mr Muddyman, I did once make use of him. I found him very short of 
intelligence.”This was a bad assessment. Muddiman was extremely intelligent, and 
his journalism enabled him to become a successful businessman. He wrote and des-
patched news-letters all over the country, and their distribution was helped by the 
setting up of the Penny Post in 1681. But even before that, they were much in demand 
and people took considerable trouble to obtain copies. The Marquis of Worcester (later 
first Duke of Beaufort) wrote to his wife, in 1678:

Thursday. Newbury. Being very inquisitive after news at this time, enquired if there was no 
Muddyman’s letter in the house, and at last heard that there was a man in the house that had 
the liberty to peruse a parson’s that lives at Hamsted, who uses to have news. I sent to him 
[about 50 miles] and he sent me Muddyman’s letter.

The journalist made a great deal of money so that he could buy a property of thirteen 
acres in rural Earls Court and built a mansion on what is now the site of Colehearn 
Court. Pepys was impressed by him, writing in his diary on January 9, 1660:

I found Muddiman a good scholar – an arch rogue – and one that though he writes new[s] 
books for the Parliament, yet did he declare he did it only to get money; and did talk very 
basely of many of them.

The detail which Muddiman provided in his reporting is exemplified by a couple of 
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news-letters he sent at the time of the Popish Plot:

October 15 the town is full of discourse about the absence of Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey, 
who, being the Justice of the Peace before whom Mr Oates made deposition upon his discov-
ery, and having now been wanting since without giving any notice (in which he was always 
observed to have been punctual) to his servant or relations, they entertain hard thoughts of 
the Roman [Catholic] party. A little time may better inform us.

October 19 On Thursday last, about 6 at night, the body of Sir Emund Berry Godfrey was 
found with his own sword through it, in a field near Maribone, his money etc in his pocket, 
but upon inquisition it is believed murder and by a cravat about his neck he was strangled.

Muddiman was prolific in the production of news-letters which he dictated to a 
clerk who took them down in shorthand before they were printed. He had subscribers 
all over the country. For example, Mr William Symonds in Lanceston [Launceston], 
Cornwall, received several in 1670. He was given all the latest that a country gentle-
man might want. On August 23, the letter informed him of news from Spain, France, 
Florence and Venice, the appointment of a new bishop of Killalough in Ireland and a 
Dean of Norage [sic], the move of the court to Windsor and Hampton Court, the King 
summoning parliament for October and measures to be taken against illegal coining. 
It was right up to date, ending, “a yacht if ye wind offers this night goes for France to 
bringe over the Duke of Buckingham.”

Daniel Defoe

Daniel Defoe, another of England’s writers of genius, like his contemporaries  
Addison and Steele, realised that there was a new market to tap. His Review showed 
the way in a new style of publication. He was a Londoner and very proud of the fact. 
He was born in 1660, in Fore Street close to Grub Street, which, as an inquisitive child, 
he doubtless explored. From a very early age, he enjoyed talking to adults and listening 
to their stories. He would doubtless have met some of the raffish characters who lived 
in the area, and among his earliest recollections would have been the Plague and the 
Great Fire.

In his writing, Defoe was probably never comparable to such stylists as Addison 
and Steele in such things as erudition and wit. As the historian, G. M. Trevelyan, com-
mented, “Defoe’s great gifts did not include the deft touch on social comedy which 
the Steele-Addison partnership gave to a delighted town.” But he was incomparably 
a much better reporter. In his very readable biography of the man best known as the 
author of Robinson Crusoe,9 Richard West says:

as well as a novelist, Defoe excelled in the art of telling a story. He had all the basic interests 
of a reporter: he was innately curious; he got straight to the point; and he never missed any 
quirky detail.

West should know; for he is himself an outstanding reporter who always writes 
with clarity and style.

As a Dissenter who was brought up to be a practising Christian and remained so all 
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his life, Defoe was frequently attacked by High Church writers who described him as 
‘an insolent scribbler’ and a ‘foul mouthed prostitute’. Roger North (1653–1734), a law-
yer and scholar, included him “among the fresh scum of the press [whom] booksellers 
keep in garrets, at hard meat, to write and correct for the great.”10 It is not surprising 
that he had enemies among the Establishment, for, like George Orwell, 250 years later, 
he exposed politicians who pervert the English language to hide their actual polices. 
So again nothing changes.

He did not flinch at using that most dangerous and delicate of literary weapons, 
irony. Of course a good number of people took what he wrote literally, as anyone who 
has tried to use irony when writing for, or talking to, Americans will understand. 
The journalist, Geoffrey Wheatcroft, has apparently made the happy suggestion that 
someone should invent a new typeface called Ironic to help those often very intelligent 
people who fail to spot it.11

Defoe’s 1702 anonymous pamphlet, The Shortest Way with Dissenters, which showed 
the absurdity of ecclesiastical intolerance by ironically proposing that all dissenting 
should be made illegal, caused outrage, including among the powerful high church 
clerics. It did not please his fellow Dissenters either. They didn’t take the point. The 
government decided to charge the anonymous author. His cover was soon blown and 
the advertisement offering a reward for his arrest gives the only description that ex-
ists of him: “a middle-sized man about forty years old, of a brown complexion and dark 
brown-coloured hair, but wears a wig; a hooked nose, a sharp chin, grey eyes and a 
large mole on his mouth”. The only likeness of him that survives is in a satirical print 
by George Bickham, showing him being punished for his writings.

Defoe was arrested in 1703, imprisoned and was sentenced to stand in the pillory. 
His fellow Londoners, having a better sense of humour than the bishops, the politi-
cians and the judges, showed what they thought. Instead of pelting him with rubbish 
and rotten fruit, as was normally the case for those enduring that humiliating punish-
ment, the mob cheered him and threw flowers. Defoe, like any good reporter, made 
the most of it by publishing a mock ode, Hymn to the Pillory, which some critics have 
regarded as among his best poems.

In his 1790 biography, The Life of Daniel De Foe, George Chalmers wrote it was “one 
of his felicities to catch the living manners as they rose, or one of his resources to shoot 
follies as it flew.” He wrote in the vernacular, unlike so many of his more learned con-
temporaries, and in an unhurried style. As Professor Bonamy Dobree put it, “what he 
gives us is an honest to God Dissenter’s market place utterances.” Dobree said that the 
way he moulded his style to suit the subject was “his uncanny way of getting inside the 
skin” of the people he was writing about.

But that esteem was not shared by Jonathan Swift, who dismissed him to Stella as 
“one of those authors, the fellow who was pilloried, I have forgotten his name” and 
elsewhere called him an illiterate scribbler. Like so many journalists in those early 
years, and indeed ever since, Defoe himself was never slow to disparage a rival in 
withering prose. He likened Swift to a “smooth nothing-saying jingler” and added:
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he is necessary to amuse the vulgar because the common people always take for granted 
there is a great deal of meaning to everything they cannot understand … for unintelligible 
jingle, fine spun emptiness as long-winded repetition, without truth, without evidence and 
without meaning.

He usually used his considerable powers of invective through irony against politi-
cal opponents, as when he wrote of Henry Sacheverell, the high church Tory who, like 
most of his peers, did not believe in any sort of toleration:

Nothing, Sir, has withheld me from blackening and exposing this insolent priest, but a nicety 
of honour, that I thought it dishonourable to strike him when he was down, or to fall on 
him when he had other enemies to engage. First, Sir, as to his morals, I do not say there are 
members in your House [of Commons] who have been drunk with him a hundred times, and 
can say enough of that to you, because I know it would be said to press gentlemen to betray 
conversation. 

Both Swift and Defoe, like Mrs Manley, worked for Robert Harley when the Tories 
were in power and Defoe was, in fact, a paid spy for the government. He was Harley’s 
link with the Puritan parties, writing pamphlets to try to persuade Dissenters that 
their interests would be as safe with the Tories as with the Whigs. He also provided 
regular reports from his travels, especially in Scotland, where he assessed reaction to 
the Act of Union.

In the year after he had been in prison, Defoe launched The Review, all of which he 
wrote himself. It covered news of politics, the ongoing War of the Spanish Succession 
and trade, but he was looking for a much wider audience than that which usually read 
the papers. He told prospective readers:

after our serious matters we shall, at the end of the paper, present you with a little diversion, as 
anything occurs to make the world merry, whether friend or foe, one party or another, if any-
thing happens so scandalous as to require an open reproof, the world will meet with it there.

He was doubtless influenced in deciding its content by a paper, owned by a book-
seller friend of his, John Dunton (1659–1733), to which he had contributed in the 1690s. 
The Athenian Gazette (later called the Athenian Mercury) has been called the first live-
ly and successful example of non-political journalism in England. 

He used the preface to the seventh volume of the Review, when anti-press feeling 
was strong among those in authority, to write in defence of press freedom and against 
the censor, saying:

the government ought to be for no party at all. Had the ministers of the last 20 years, nay 
I may say the last 50 years, practised this we had had no Revolution. The stopping of the 
Press will be the opening of the Mouth and the Diminution of Printing will be the Encrease 
of writing, in which Liberty is tenfold, because no authors can be found out or punished if 
they are; and this made Charles II, and he understood those things very well, say that the 
Licenser of the Press did more harm than good and that if everyone was left to print what 
he would there would be less Treason spread abroad and fewer Pasqinadoes [lampoons] ... 
and I take upon me to say, that let them stop the Press when they will – What is wanted in 
pamphlets will be made up in Lampoon.
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John Toland (1670–1722), an author who, among other things, edited Milton’s works, 
put the contrary view on the perennial topic of ‘liberty versus licence’ most strongly 
some five years later:

it becomes more and more necessary, to put the public newspapers under some better 
regulation … I would not have the liberty of writing turned into Licentiousness … Neither 
am I averse to hearing of news, which is so natural to all men, and so necessary in a free  
government: but I wou’d not have seditious insinuations spread under this pretext, nor  
private persons, much less public ministers, abus’d with impunity. 

Much of The Review was taken up with reports of Defoe’s travels round the country, 
secretly reporting for Harley. In Scotland, he worked hard for those advocating the 
Act of Union. The reports read well and many were incorporated later into his 1724 
guide book, Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain. He was particularly in-
terested in economic matters, on which he was very perceptive. In his 1726 Complete 
English Tradesman, for example, he emphasised that

we are not only a trading country, but the greatest trading country in the world … in short, 
trade in England makes Gentlemen, and has peopled this nation with Gentlemen.

In writing about the War of the Spanish Succession, he was almost alone in pointing 
to the economic imperatives – markets in the Americas. He provided facts and that 
was what the new middle-class generation of businessmen wanted and needed if they 
were to prosper. He made it clear that, at a time when the known world was continuing 
to expand, communication was vital and profitable, writing that “the merchant by his 
Correspondence reconciles that infinite variety … Every country communicates to its 
other corresponding country what they want.”

He did, indeed, come from a commercial background – his father was a hosier – but, 
on the face of it, his expertise and forward thinking in economic matters is surpris-
ing. For, like the vast majority of journalists, he was, throughout his life, astonishingly 
incompetent in his own financial affairs and seems to have been continually bankrupt, 
sometimes through ill-luck, but often through bad judgment.

In The Review, he invented the fictional ‘Scandalous Club’ some seven years before 
the Spectator did much the same. It corrected the errors of other publications in a 
rather self-satisfied manner, saying “the Club has had a great deal of trouble about the 
News Writers, who have been continually brought before them for their ridiculous 
stories, and imposing upon Mankind.”16 It exposed the misdeeds of City worthies, re-
porting how a “Poor Whore who made a sad complaint this week at the Club and de-
manded Justice against a Certain Eminent Citizen, who had exacted her Performance, 
but cheated her of her wages”;17 while a Constable complained that when he took

a certain Worthy Citizen of more than common Repute, so visibly engaged with a Whore be-
fore a Justice of the Peace he was denounced being told, “do you know what you have done? 
Why this gentleman is an ALDERMAN’S Fellow.”18

The Club encouraged readers’ questions such as, “what is the worst sort of husband 
a sober woman can marry”, and letters, “I am a servant maid living near Bow church. I 
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thought I should long ago have had a sweetheart, but I have missed my expectations.” 
The Review carried advertisements at ‘Reasonable Rates’, mostly for cures for pox and 
other venereal diseases, as well as the prevention of the ills of hard drinking. But it 
promoted such things as elixirs, perfumes and lavender. Mr Bartlet was a regular ad-
vertiser proclaiming his

Invention for the cure of Ruptures, from Birth to 60 or 80 years … with full and clear dis-
covery of the Unaccountable Blunders and Frauds of both Learned and Vulgar to this Day, 
especially such as pretend to Cure without a nice Spring Truss.

The Journal of the Plague Year, though not first-hand reportage – he was after all 
only six at the time – nonetheless shows his talents as a reporter. He has been accused 
of mixing fact with fiction, and one preface to the book called him a liar. But, in 1919, 
Watson Nicolson published research which showed that Defoe had, in fact, based his 
reports on recorded facts.19 As an inquisitive youth, he would cross-examine those, 
including constables and churchwardens, who were closely involved. He mentions 
the increase in unemployment due to its effect on trade and the markets. He reports 
the misery of women in childbirth as many midwives would not venture out; and de-
scribed the deserted streets with grass beginning to grow, cats and dogs killed, plays 
banned and theatres closed.

He was able to report another disaster from his own experience. On the night of No-
vember 25-6, 1703, he and his family cowered in their house in Hackney as a storm of 
unprecedented ferocity struck England’s southern counties, causing devastation and 
destroying shipping. As West says, he set out to write an instant book of about 75,000 
words which “is a masterpiece, which puts to shame all modern accounts of disaster, 
whether in books, newspapers, radio or television.”20 It was, I suppose, an early, if not 
the first, example of what is now called ‘investigative reporting’, though surely all re-
ally good reporting must be to a great extent ‘investigative’!

To add to his own observations and questioning of fellow Londoners, he placed 
an advertisement in the London Gazette, asking readers to send him accounts of how 
they and their part of the country were affected. He gave them credits in the book, 
whose full title was The Storm; or a Collection of the most Remarkable Casualities and 
Disasters which Happened in the late dreadful Tempest both by Sea and Land. After  
a long philosophical introduction, he describes in graphic detail the effect of the gale 
on parks where trees were uprooted and at ports where ships capsized. The storm, 
which had been building up for some days, did not reach its peak until the early hours 
of the morning and thus, even though the wind was strong, most had gone to bed, 
often on the top floor of their houses. As it increased in ferocity, people feared that it 
was the end of the world.* “Few people,” he wrote “that were capable of any sense of 
danger, were so hardy as to lie in bed.” Speaking of crowded London, he said, “nobody 
durst quit their tottering habitation, for whatever the danger was within, ’twas worse 
without.”
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230 | 231|

At about eight o’clock, as the winds abated, they began to venture out to inspect the 
damage and note the thousands of tiles and slates scattered in the streets. Here the 
economics correspondent in Defoe is apparent for he records:

the sudden rise of the price of tiles which rose from 21s per thousand to £6 for plain tiles; 
and from 50s per thousand for pantiles to £10 and bricklayers labour to 5s a day.

After the initial greed, the price did fall, but because

the charge was so extravagant … an incredible number of houses remained all winter uncov-
ered, and exposed to all the inconvenience of wet and cold.

He may have embroidered some bits of his account, but Defoe knew such a report 
must have ‘colour’ and relate to the easy comprehension of his readers:

And ’twas observed that in the morning after the storm was abated, it blew so hard, the 
women who usually go for milk to the cow-keepers in the villages round the City, were not 
able to go along with their pails on their heads; and one that was more hardy than the rest, 
was blown away by the fury of the storm, and forced into a pond, but by struggling hard got 
out, and avoided being drowned; and some that ventured out with milk the evening after, 
had their pails and milk blown off their heads.

Those who remember the destructive winds towards the end of the twentieth  
century would read Defoe’s report with interest, while trainee reporters – and indeed 
some senior ones – could well study it, to learn how a superb practitioner operated 
three hundred years ago.

John Wilkes

Two great characters bestrode the world of journalism in the second half of the 
eighteenth century: and, in some ways, no one can compare with them in its entirehis-
tory. They were John Wilkes and Samuel Johnson. William Ewart Gladstone, towards 
the end of his long life, said that “the name of Wilkes, whether we choose it or not, must 
be enrolled against the greatest champions of English freedom.” He probably would 
never have expressed such a view openly earlier in his career.21 As a serious young 
man, he would doubtless have felt, like most Victorians, that John Wilkes’s profligate 
life did not make him worthy of serious consideration as a reformer. What they would 
have thought of as his blasphemy and his witty obscenities and lack of respect for the  
established order outraged their sense of morality. When offered tobacco, Wilkes is 
reported as replying, “No thank you, I have no small vices,” and that sort of wit was  
not appreciated by many in the nineteenth century, as Oscar Wilde was to discover.

The humourless Macaulay, for example, dismissed him as a nobody. This view per-
sisted and he was thought of by many in authority as a footnote to history and a rather 
disruptive one at that. It is significant that no statue was erected, not even in the City 
of London for which he did so much, until 1988, almost two hundred years after his 
death. This was the result of the persistence of a London GP, Dr James Cope, who was 
a Common Councilman for Farringdon Without, the ward for which Wilkes was an 
Alderman. The statue stands at the junction of Fetter Lane and New Fetter Lane.
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The location just off Fleet Street is appropriate, for Wilkes was indeed a great politi-
cal journalist whose battles ensured values of freedom that are cherished and taken 
for granted today – the right to report parliamentary proceedings, the abolition of the 
use by the government of general warrants to arrest critics, and the end to Parlia-
ment’s interference in a constituency’s choice of its candidate at an election.

Like Defoe, he had a Dissenter’s upbringing. But in religious matters, he was not a 
bigot and throughout his life he displayed a toleration rare in the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury. It lost him support of some of the Protestants in the City hierarchy, particularly 
when, as an Alderman, Wilkes, the former agitator and Radical, used troops in defence 
of the Bank of England against the virulently anti-catholic mob during the 1780 Gor-
don Riots. In spite of what many thought or said, he was never a man of the mob. He 
was to them a hero, and, from time to time, it demonstrated or rioted showing it sup-
ported him, and gave him vociferous support.

But the mob was never really the source of his power. His base was among the lower 
-middle class – small businessmen, craftsmen and shopkeepers – whose evolution as 
an increasingly financially secure group made them socially, and potentially politi-
cally, important. Their independence of opinion was something governments had to 
take more and more into account. As Peter Thomas pointed out in his most useful bi-
ography, “the simultaneous growth of the press was the torch that illuminated politi-
cal matters for them and Wilkes the spark that lit the torch.”22

His very modern ecumenical stance was shown when he told the House of Commons:

I wish to see rising in the neighbourhood of a Christian cathedral, near its Gothic towers, 
the minaret of the Turkish mosque, the Chinese pagoda and the Jewish synagogue, with a 
temple of the Sun, if any Persians could be found to inhabit the island and worship in this 
gloomy climate, the God of their idolatry. The sole purpose of the magistrates is to take care 
that they did not persecute one another.

Wilkes was born in 1725, in Clerkenwell, London, the son of a wealthy distiller. It 
was his mother who organised his education and arranged for a well-known dissent-
ing preacher, Mathew Leeson, to be his tutor. Leeson was obviously a great teacher 
and turned his pupil into an outstanding classicist. He was to remain so all his life, 
gaining the praise of many of his contemporaries for his learning. These included one 
of his antagonists in the courts. Lord Mansfield, who had presided over the King’s 
Bench court at Wilkes’s trial and was involved in many more relating to journalists, 
was definitely a member of the Establishment which so much loathed him. But at a 
dinner party towards the end of his life, he praised his scholarship, saying, “Mr Wilkes 
was the pleasantest companion, the politest scholar he knew.”23

With Leeson, the young Wilkes learned other things too, and absorbed attitudes 
that would dominate his whole life. He described his tutor as “one of those teachers 
fond of every paradox and heresy … continually poaching in the dull volumes … for 
some new heresy to broach.”24 Leeson accompanied him, in 1744, and supervised his 
studies at Leyden University in Holland which nurtured his tolerant attitude, not just 
to religious, but also worldly matters. As one of his friends from that time, Alexander 
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Carlyle, wrote later, “even then he showed something of the daring profligacy for 
which he was afterwards notorious” but added he was “passionately desirous of being 
thought something extraordinary.”25 Of his time there, Wilkes boasted to Boswell:

at school and college I never read steadily. My father gave me as much money as I wanted. 
Three or four whores – drunk every night – sore head next morning. I am capable to sit 
thirty hours over a table to study.26

Later in life, he was only a moderate drinker, but until old age he did retain the other 
attributes – great powers of concentration and an enviable sexual appetite. There was 
a story that, as the normal restrictions of age approached, he was seen hurrying along 
St James’s Street and shouted at a friend, “Don’t stop me. I have an erection now. Did it 
go down? I don’t know when I shall have another.” As death approached, he sadly told 
his apothecary, “my sins of omission are daily increasing, my sins of emission daily 
diminishing.”27

To his credit, all those he seduced seem to have been exceedingly willing partners, 
for, in spite of his squint and general ugliness, he was very attractive to women. He 
once declared, “give me half an hour and I can talk away my face.” His university 
friend, Carlyle, described him as “strikingly ugly in countenance. With squint eyes, 
flattened nose and a great square protruding jaw” but added that his nature made him 
a warm companion of most who met him. Another fellow student, the philosopher, 
Andrew Baxter, who corresponded with him until his death, said, “if friendship could 
appear in human shape it would assume John Wilkes’s agreeable form.” When Boswell 
brought them together, he even charmed Dr Johnson, who had earlier denounced him 
in print.

Edward Gibbon, who was to gain immortality as the author of The Decline and Fall 
of the Roman Empire, met Wilkes when the latter was at a Militia camp at Winchester 
and was impressed:

I scarce ever met with a better companion. He has an inexhaustible spirit, infinite wit and 
humour, and a great deal of knowledge; but a thorough profligate in principle as in prac-
tice; his character is infamous, his life stained with every vice, and his conversation full 
of blasphemy and bawdy. These morals he glories in – for shame is a weakness he has long 
surmounted.28

His obituary in the Gentleman’s Magazine said he was “full of wit, easy in conver-
sation, elegant in his manners, and blessed with a retentive memory” and one diarist 
said that in private, “especially at the table, he was pre-eminently agreeable.” Nicholas 
Wraxall, a fellow MP who knew Wilkes in the 1780s, added that he was “abounding in 
anecdote, ever gay and convivial”, observing that in old age, “his powers of conversa-
tion survived his other bodily functions”.

But his wit and outspoken convictions meant there were many enemies. His uncom-
promising convictions, buttressed by his biting humour, added to his scandalous pri-
vate life, gave his antagonists much ammunition. In June 1761, the London Chronicle 
accused him of solely being out for pecuniary gain and said “his juvenile vanity 
which will not suffer him to be quiet, til he has told all the world that he laughs at 
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those things which they consider as the most sacred and inviolable.” A month later, it  
returned to the attack, describing him as

a man of abandoned and profligate character, a buffoon, whose common conversation is 
blasphemy and bawdry, that he is likewise an ugly fellow, insults justice, had abused his 
wife and strives to rob her of her alimony.

His almost xenophobic contempt for the Scots – a prejudice he shared to some ex-
tent with Dr Johnson – lost him a number of friends. He wrote frequently of the lack 
of hygiene of their womenfolk, presumably from experience. He was not alone in his 
contempt for those from North of the Border. A book about the First Minister, Lord 
Bute, reflected the views of the Scots held by many Englishmen, and said, “their breath 
commonly stinks of Pottage, their linen of Piss, their hands of Pigs’ turds, their body 
of sweat.” But what really enraged Wilkes – and this will strike a chord with a great 
many English people today – was the number of Scottish placemen brought into gov-
ernment by Bute, whom he described as “the Thane at Court” and a “base Favorite and 
Threat to English Liberty”. Then, as now, Scotsmen dominated the English political 
scene, many of them unelected and without much talent. Wilkes’s personal vendetta 
against Bute, who had been the future George III’s tutor, was obvious in the obscene 
pastiche of Pope’s Essay on Man, called Essay on Woman, of which he was at least part 
author. There a couplet read:

Then in the scale of various Pricks, ’tis plain
Godlike erect, BUTE stands the foremost man

Soon after Bute succeeded William Pitt the Elder (later Earl of Chatham) as First 
Minister, his Ministry launched The Briton, edited very ineffectually by Smollett, to 
defend the peace treaty which ended the Seven Years War. The newspaper never made 
any impact; but its rival did, with enormous consequences. Wilkes, with the initial 
enthusiastic support of his patrons, the leaders of the Opposition, started the North 
Briton, which soon proved to be a much more effective organ. Its early issues gave full 
vent to Wilkes’s anti-Scottish sentiments. Of Wilkes and his co-editor, the poet and 
clergyman, Charles Churchill, it has been said that they shared a liking for lowlife, a 
hatred of hypocrisy and a delight in the savagery of verbal conflict. 

The first issue immediately proclaimed their beliefs:

the liberty of the press is the birthright of every BRITON, and has by the wisest men of all 
ages been thought the firmest bulwark of the liberties of this country. It has ever been the 
terror of bad ministers, whose dark and dangerous designs, or whose weakness, inability, 
or duplicity, have been detected and shown to the public in too strong colours for them long 
to bear up against the odium of mankind … a wicked and corrupt generation must naturally 
dread this appeal to the world, and will be for keeping all the means of information equally 
from the prince, parliament and people.

Wilkes was not necessarily that high minded, as some of his comments on journal-
ism clearly demonstrate. He told a French correspondent, “the taste of the nation must 
be consulted. Delicacy is not the thing. Strength and force are requisite” and wrote, 
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“give me a grain of truth and I will mix it with a great mass of falsehood so that no 
chemist will ever be able to separate them.”

Originally, the editors planned just three editions of the North Briton, but its imme-
diate success made them change their minds. It actually named names, a departure at 
a time when newspapers almost always avoided identifying individuals and used ini-
tials or pseudonyms. Unlike the majority of weeklies, which carried only the briefest 
editorials, the North Briton concentrated on comment, and Wilkes wrote, “no political 
paper, tho’ writ in the most masterly manner wou’d be relished by the public unless 
well-seasoned with personal satire.”

The paper’s tone worried his lifelong patron, Lord Temple, who warned Wilkes:

I fear it will be attended with contrary effects, attacking the whole nation of Scotland in so 
very invidious a manner; and Lord B’s name at full length may be attended with unhappy 
consequences.

Wilkes denied to Bute’s daughter that he hated her father saying, “Hate him. No 
such thing! I had no dislike to him as a man, and I thought him a good Minister. But 
’twas my game to abuse him so.”

Wilkes courted more than just ministerial disapproval when, in the fifth number, 
he recounted the details of how England had been ruled in the fourteenth century 
during the minority of Edward III by the Queen Mother and her lover, Roger Mor-
timer. Everyone knew that this was a scarcely veiled reference to the influence on the 
young King George by his mother, Augusta, Dowager Duchess of Wales, who was very 
friendly with Bute. With his help, she founded the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew.

It was widely, if probably erroneously, believed that they were lovers. When she 
built the pagoda, which still stands in the Gardens, and which she could see from her 
palace, it was popularly known as ‘Bute’s Erection’.* When Wilkes was asked if he be-
lieved in the story about Bute and the Dowager Princess of Wales, it is alleged he re-
plied, “Not I, but by God it will make excellent North Briton.”32

Whatever the truth, it showed that eighteenth century publications were no less 
reticent than late twentieth century newspapers in linking the private sexual appe-
tites of politicians with their ability to govern wisely. There was no Press Complaints 
Commission or privacy law to limit their activities. Wilkes would, without doubt, 
have argued that such revelations were ‘in the public interest’. The readers doubtless 
thought that royalty and politicians were fair game.

But governments have other means of silencing, or at least castrating, their crit-
ics. It was from this time that the battle between the Establishment and Wilkes was 
joined, and was to last for many years. At times, though the issues were serious, it 
degenerated into little more than farce. It was marked by unbelievable stupidity and 
incompetence by the former (even by the standards of Parliament), and brash courage 

*In the same way, some two hundred years later, a tall obelisk in the centre of Djakarta was referred to by 
taxi drivers and the expatriate community as ‘President Sukarno’s Last Erection’. He too had a reputation 
as a ‘swordsman’.
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and determination by the latter. The Government looked at the possibility of prosecu-
tion for this and later issues of the North Briton.

It was not until Number Forty-Five – to become a landmark in the battle for press 
freedom – that the Ministry took action. The offending article was occasioned by 
the King’s Speech from the Throne on April 19, 1763, at the end of the Parliamentary  
session. Wilkes pointed out that such a speech was normal at the beginning of a ses-
sion but not at the end, saying that this was “the most abandoned instance of minis-
terial effrontery ever attempted to be imposed on mankind.” He then really got into  
his ironic stride:

every friend of his country must lament that a prince of so many great and amiable qualities, 
whom England truly revere, can be brought to give the sanction of his sacred name to the 
most odious measures, and the most unjustifiable, public declarations, from a throne ever 
renowned for truth, honour and unsullied virtues.

Not surprisingly, this made the 25-year-old George livid, and Thomas suggests that 
“his personal indignation may be the explanation for the prompt ministerial reaction 
to a paper not conspicuously more outrageous than some of its predecessors.”33 On 
behalf of the Ministry, which wanted to keep the King’s favour, Lord Halifax, signed a 
general warrant for the arrest of the authors, printers and publishers of a seditious and 
treasonable paper entitled the North Briton Number Forty-Five.” Though at first they 
had no proof, they knew Wilkes was the author, and for that reason included the word 
‘treasonable’, to prevent his claiming parliamentary privilege.

In the proceedings that followed, Wilkes’s plea of privilege was in fact upheld, and 
he and his fellow defendants were to receive large sums for damages and expenses for 
being wrongly arrested under general warrants. But the Ministry did not let go. When 
Wilkes’s house was searched, the investigators found not just the North Briton, but 
also a copy of the Essay on Woman. The House of Lords voted it to be a “most scandal-
ous, obscene and impious libel.” They were particularly outraged that one of their fel-
low peers, the learned William Warburton, Bishop of Gloucester, had been libelled by 
being credited with notes on the poems.

With breathtaking hypocrisy, the motion was proposed by an erstwhile friend of 
Wilkes’s, a noted rake and a fellow-member of the Hell Fire Club, the Fourth Lord 
Sandwich. He was probably still smarting from an earlier exchange. Sandwich had 
said, “You will die of a pox or on the gallows,” to which Wilkes, without hesitation, 
replied with perhaps the greatest and funniest putdown of all time, “That depends, my 
Lord, whether I embrace your mistress or your principles.” After being found guilty 
and outlawed, Wilkes fled to France, where he was to remain for five years.

When he returned and surrendered to the courts, he was fined £1,000 and sentenced 
to a total of twenty-two months in prison by Mansfield. This, in many ways, served his 
interest, for he was now once again in the public eye, and was able to receive many im-
portant visitors in prison. He continued his battles with Parliament, particularly after 
he was elected an alderman of the City.

In 1771, when Parliament started proceedings against eight newspapers which had 
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dared to publish reports of a debate, Wilkes used his influence to organise resistance. 
The City sheltered the printers who refused to answer the charges. Eventually, even 
Parliament realised that further restriction of this sort on reporting was politically 
dangerous, and from that time, almost no attempts were made to ban newspapers 
completely. It was a signal victory for Wilkes against regulation of what the press 
could report, even though governments over the years have continued to try to initiate 
legislation and restrict what journalists can do.

His other great triumph for general liberties was in ending any right Parliament 
may have had in choosing who should be a candidate and rejecting those it did not like. 
He had been elected one of the MPs for the County of Middlesex while still in gaol, 
and was rejected by the Commons three times before finally taking his seat in 1774. 
Edmund Burke had feared for the liberty of the press if all attacks on ministers were 
considered to be libels, while his friend, Lord John Cavendish, commenting on efforts 
to exclude Wilkes, remarked, “punishing a member when that member is disagreeable 
to the majority of the House, will be a fatal precedent.”

What was termed the Wilkite movement, and the activities of Wilkes himself, 
brought into general discussion the role of the press, its identification with a new fac-
tor which had to be taken into account in political matters – the public. At the same 
time, the proper representation in Parliament of this very public became a matter of 
concern to many politicians. As a writer, Wilkes argued the causes and inspired his 
supporters with wit and passion, buttressed by knowledge and attention to detail.

On paper, he was fluent in controversy, and apparently sparkling in conversation. 
But early commentators were not complimentary about his ability as a speaker, and his 
efforts during his first spell as an MP, in the years 1757–63, were described as ‘dismal’. 
Horace Walpole, for example, recalling Wilkes’s exclusion after being first elected for 
Middlesex, in 1767, wrote, “the House of Commons is the place where he can do least 
harm for he is a wretched speaker and will sink to contempt.” He thought “his appear-
ance as an orator had by no means conspired to make him more noticed. He spoke 
coldly and insipidly, though with impertinence; his manner as poor and his counte-
nance horrid.”34

But clearly he improved, for when he returned to the Commons, in 1774, after finally 
being accepted as an MP, his fellow member, Nathaniel Wraxall, was impressed with 
his performance in the House:

His speeches were full of wit, pleasantry and point; yet nervous, spirited, and not at all de-
fective in argument. They were all prepared before they were delivered; and Wilkes made 
no secret of declaring that in order to secure their accurate transmission to the public, he 
always sent a copy of them to William Woodfall [publisher of the Public Advertiser] before 
he pronounced them.35 

Gibbon noted that “he spoke well and with temper but before the end of the debate 
fell fast asleep.”36 

As an MP, he argued for parliamentary reform and many of his proposals were only 

HELL'S BARKING CUR

achieved sixty years later in the Great Reform Bill. The breadth of his interests in cul-
tural as well as political affairs was shown by his support for more generous funding 
for the British Museum and advocacy of the establishment of a National Library and 
National Art Gallery. His love of books was shared by his old antagonist, King George, 
both of whom seemed to have mellowed with the passing years. On being received for-
mally as Lord Mayor of London, “Wilkes behaved with so much respect, that the King 
owned he had never seen such a well-bred Lord Mayor.”37

Clearly, he was, at bottom, like many noisy, campaigning reporters, a patriot and a 
respecter of much that was old and tried. And, like many journalists, throughout his 
life lived far beyond his means and was extremely generous with his own and other 
people’s money. It was not so much high living but investment in property and posses-
sions that took the money. Today, creative expense claims can help many reporters; for 
him, the salvation was provided by gifts of money and subscriptions to help support 
him. In 1779, there were jibes that he had only three suits, the newest ten years old. To 
this, the London Evening Post replied:

with his threadbare Blue, Green and Scarlet [coats] he maintained the privileges of his fel-
low subjects, against the mean resentments of his Sovereign, and the lawless encroachments 
of the Administration.

What better epitaph!

Dr Johnson

The Ministry employed a number of journalists to attack ‘Junius’, the anonymous 
eighteenth century social commentator who published a series of letters informing 
the British public of their rights, and the varied ways in which the government of the 
day was usurping these. The most prominent of the government’s advocates was the 
redoubtable Dr Samuel Johnson. He was at his trenchant best when replying to Let-
ter XLII (January 30, 1771) which had attacked the government’s weak foreign policy, 
saying that “violence and oppression at home can only be supported by treachery and 
submission abroad.” The good Doctor replied:

Junius has sometimes made his satire felt, but let no injudicious admiration mistake the 
venom of the shaft for the vigour of the bow. He has sometimes sported with lucky malice; 
but to know him that knows his company, it is not hard to be sarcastic in a mask … He that 
contradicts acknowledged truth will always have an audience; he that vilifies authority will 
always find abettors. Junius burst into notice with a blaze of impudence which has rarely 
glared upon the world before.

And thus it went on for some 1,500 words of unrestrained invective: but it must be 
remembered that he was being paid for what he wrote by the Tories.

Johnson was good at this sort of polemical writing, as shown by his 1770 pamphlet 
attacking Wilkes as “a retailer of sedition and obscenity”. Having no regard for the 
political wisdom of the people, Johnson argued that Parliament was right to exclude 
Wilkes; that it had acted constitutionally; and that government was the responsibility 
of the educated upper classes. It is greatly to his biographer Boswell’s credit that he 
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brought these two antagonists together at a friend’s house. Boswell recounts that he 
had to broach the subject with some delicacy for if he had made a direct proposal, “he 
would have flown into a passion and would probably have answered ‘dine with Jack 
Wilkes, Sir, I’d as soon dine with Jack Ketch’.”* Boswell himself noted that this well-
known quotation “has been actually circulated as if actually said by Johnson; when 
the truth is, it was only supposed by me.”

In the event, the dinner was a great success. Wilkes “placed himself next to Dr 
Johnson, and behaved to him with so much attention and politeness, that he gained 
upon him insensibly.”38 Wilkes employed his famous charm, helped his neighbour to 
some choice pieces of meat, and they carried on an animated conversation, not least on 
their shared antipathy to the Scots. Boswell summed it up saying the meeting

had the agreeable and benignant effect of reconciling any animosity, and sweetening any 
acidity, which in the various bustle of political contest, had been produced in the minds 
of the two men, who though so widely different had so many things in common – classical 
learning, modern literature, wit and humour, and ready repartee.

Johnson’s tirades against ‘Junius’ and Wilkes were very like his first efforts, when he 
came to London from Lichfield as a 28-year-old, some thirty years earlier. Edward Cave 
(1691–1754), a publisher who had started as a jobbing printer, founded the Gentleman’s 
Magazine in 1731. This monthly publication, which continued until the eve of World 
War I, contained anything that might interest a gentleman and add to the comfort of 
his life. Busy hacks produced articles on such things as health, cooking, legal matters, 
entertainment and politics. Cave used the pseudonym, ‘Sylvanus Urban’, and this was 
continued by John Nicols, who edited it from 1792, and who engaged Charles Lamb as 
one of the contributors.

By the end of the century, some ninety pages were filled each month with debates of 
the day such as the efficacy of Sunday Schools, the abolition of slavery and the effect 
of enclosures. Quite detailed reports of proceedings in the Lords and Commons ap-
peared when Parliament was sitting. There were pages of reviews, texts of tedious but 
at the time apparently important sermons, and recent poems, mostly noteworthy only 
for their mediocrity. It was a favourite place to announce births, deaths, and marriag-
es, and in January 1798, carried a 4,000-word very complimentary obituary of Wilkes. 
The following month, it resumed the endless debates on ‘Who was Junius?’ and the 
centuries-old complaint about the ‘deplorable degeneracy’ of Oxford and Cambridge, 
both of which were in a “dreadful state of licentious insanity”.

The Gentleman’s Magazine was probably the earliest publication to use the word 
‘magazine’ in its title. Johnson was, from the first, impressed by it and by Cave. In 
his Dictionary, he was to give ‘magazine’ a secondary definition – “of late this word 
has signified a miscellaneous pamphlet, from a periodical miscellany named the Gen-
tleman’s Magazine, by Edward Cave.” The Whig government of Sir Robert Walpole, 
unpopular and accused of corruption and perfidy, was a ready target for the young, 

*Jack Ketch was the name given to hangmen after the seventeenth century’s sadistic executioner.
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provincial Tory. Johnson attacked with irony and the directness of convinced youth. 
Several of his fellow journalists, including Elizabeth Carter, became lifelong friends.

Since 1732, Cave had been reporting the proceedings of Parliament by employing 
a reporter called William Guthrie, who had a phenomenal memory. By bribing one 
of the doormen, he was smuggled into the gallery and later made notes of who had 
spoken, in what order and what they had said. These were published when Parliament 
was not in session. But, in 1738, the House of Commons unanimously passed its outra-
geous resolution that “it was a notorious breach of privilege of this House” to make 
public any of its debates even during the recess.

Cave got round this by looking to Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels which had been pub-
lished twelve years before and which was still enormously popular. Parliament met in 
‘Lilliput’ with the Lords called ‘Hurgoes’ and the Common, ‘Clinabs’. The following 
year, the magazine published a key to all the pseudonyms used. Johnson was certainly 
working for Cave at the time and whether he had a major part in this inventive scheme 
is not clear. But he did contribute to the reports until, in 1741, he took over from Guth-
rie and continued writing them for another three years.

His friend, the actor and author, Arthur Murphy, said that Johnson gave him the 
following account of how he worked:

I had never been in the gallery of the House of Commons but once. Cave had an interest 
with the doorkeepers. He, and the persons employed under him, gained him admittance; 
they brought away the subject of discussion, the names of the speakers, the side they took, 
and the order in which they rose, together with arguments advanced in the course of debate. 
The whole was afterwards communicated to me, and I composed the speeches in the form 
which they now have in the Parliamentary Debates.39

There was no worry about deadlines, but once Johnson had the material he could 
work with astonishing speed, though this did not show in the carefully constructed 
end result. It was to Murphy that he made the famous remark, “I took care the Whig 
dogs should not have the best of it.”40 But the reports were actually impartial and, as 
John Wain says,41 this and other jibes were made in a jocular fashion, for he had many 
Whig friends. Unlike Wilkes, Shelburne, and many Englishmen, there was probably no 
lasting malice either in his remarks about Scotland or the Scots, for he employed many 
of them and, of course, Boswell was always a ready target for his gentle needling.

In June 1746, a consortium of seven booksellers agreed to finance the compilation 
by Johnson of the Dictionary of the English Language which was to ensure his endur-
ing fame. Wain rightly says

by getting together and resolving to employ him on this colossal work, they were risking 
some of their capital in the hope of making a profit – which they duly did. But they were 
also providing a showcase example of enlightened behaviour of which free enterprise is 
sometimes capable.

His new financial security enabled Johnson to move into a fine house in Gough 
Square, off Fleet Street. He was to remain there for the rest of his life. Today his house 
is a tourist attraction and almost the last reminder that the area was for centuries the 
home of English journalism.
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Work on the Dictionary, for which he alone was responsible for choosing the words 
and defining them, took an enormous amount of time. But this did not prevent his 
having an increasingly busy social life as his reputation as a sage grew. Equally, it did 
not stop his journalistic work and in particular he founded two magazines in which 
he could expound his views on just about every topic of current interest. The Rambler 
(1750–52) appeared twice weekly, while the Idler (1758–60) was a weekly. Journalism 
was one of the topics on which he touched.

In the Idler of November 11, 1758, he wrote:

No species of literary men has lately been so much multiplied as the writers of news. Not 
many years ago the nation was content with one gazette; but now we have not only in the 
metropolis papers for every morning and every evening, but almost every large town has its 
weekly historian, who regularly circulates his periodical intelligence; and fills the villages 
of his district with conjectures on the events of war, and with debates on the true interest 
of Europe. To write news in its perfection requires such a combination of qualities, that a 
man completely fitted for the task is not always to be found … a news-writer is a man with-
out virtues, who writes lies at home for his own profit. To these compositions is required  
neither genius nor knowledge, neither industry nor sprightliness; but contempt of shame 
and indifference to truth are absolutely necessary. He who by long familiarity with infamy 
has obtained these qualities, may confidently tell today what he intends to contradict to-
morrow; he may affirm fearlessly what he knows that he shall be obliged to recant, and may 
write letters from Amsterdam or Dresden to himself.*

When he wrote this, Johnson was enjoying a pension given him by a Tory government 
and he was directing his ire at increasingly influential Whig papers. In another Idler 
article, he was more restrained, speaking of

those minute historians, the writers of News, who though contemptuously overlooked by 
the composers of bulky volumes, are yet necessary in a nation where much wealth produces 
much leisure and one part of the people has nothing to do but observe the lives and fortunes 
of the other. To us, who are regaled every morning and evening with intelligence, and are 
supplied from day to day with materials for conversation, it is difficult to conceive how man 
can exist without a newspaper.

But he could not resist a qualification:

the Compilation of Newspapers is often committed to narrow and mercenary minds, not 
qualified for the task of delighting or instructing; who are content to fill their Paper with 
whatever matter is at hand, without industry to gather or discernment to select.†

However, Johnson did support some regulation of the press, saying:

*This devastating analysis could apply to rather too many reporters for comfort, not least to Jayson Blair, 
who concocted stories which fooled the New York Times in the early years of the twenty-first century.
†Here again, the similarity with some modern opinions about newspapers is apparent, particularly 
among those academics and literary people who despise the ordinary hack, while at the same time ac-
cepting huge sums to write for any publication which asks for their views or invites them to appear in 
current affairs programmes as so-called experts.

HELL'S BARKING CUR

it seems no more unreasonable to leave the right of printing unrestrained because writers 
may afterwards be censured, than it would be to sleep with our doors unbolted because by 
our laws we can hang a thief.42

And he had a low opinion of most journalists, defining a hack in the Dictionary as “a 
common drudge. It bears commonly some notion of contempt or malignity.” But he also 
said, “I never take up a newspaper without finding something I should have deemed it 
a loss not to have seen; never without deriving from it instruction and amusement.”

William Cobbett

William Cobbett (1763–1835) was without doubt the most talked about journalist 
writing and campaigning in the early years of the nineteenth century – highly regard-
ed and equally vilified. He was a great populist, an uncomfortable man who made 
others uncomfortable and thus made them think. The sociologist, Professor Robert 
Pinker, has described him as “being unique in the combination of conservative and 
radical beliefs which shaped his view of the fundamental social changes taking place 
around him.”43

Many of his contemporaries took a less charitable view. John Stoddart,* an early  
editor of The Times, described him as “no flincher, no trimmer” but a “violent partisan, 
blind to the blots in his own cause; and by this means he often opens the eyes of others 
to them.” Stoddart was not exactly an unbiased witness and was generally considered 
a figure of fun. He had left The Times, in 1817, to start his own paper, The New Times, 
which was subsidised by Carlton House, in other words, the Prince Regent. He was 
lampooned as Dr Slop, a name created by his brother-in-law, William Hazlitt.

There is no doubt that Cobbett, as he himself made abundantly clear, was extremely 
prejudiced against many things which he saw as contributing to the state of England 
and the exploitation of the labouring classes. He was another in a long line of jour-
nalists who have attacked Scots placemen. But he also included Quakers and Jews as 
‘hangers-on’ to the oppressive ‘System’ or ‘Old Corruption’. In an observation which 
must shock his present day politically correct campaigning descendants, he described 
the Quakers as “a whole sect, not one man of whom earns his living by the sweat of his 
brows. A sect a good deal worse than the Jews, for some of them do work.”

Cobbett was the son of a poor labourer and as such had the peasant’s belief in the 
merits of gold and silver. He thus strenuously opposed the introduction of paper mon-
ey, seeing it as a disease that was afflicting the whole country.

Similarly, his conservative instincts made him deeply suspicious of railways, which 
he saw as providing “the facilities which now exist of moving human bodies from 
place to place” and which were “amongst the curses of the country, the destroyers 
of industry, or morals and, of course, happiness.” In Rural Rides, he tells of meeting a 

*Stoddart, a lawyer as well as a journalist, was knighted in 1826 when appointed Chief Justice of Malta. 
Another editor of the Times with almost the same name but spelled differently, Peter Stothard, was 
knighted 176 years later.
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young woman in Wiltshire who had never been more than two and a half miles from 
her village. “This was a very acute woman, and as well behaved as need to be … it is 
a great error to suppose that people are rendered stupid by always remaining in the 
same place.”

He was far from alone in being opposed to new methods of communication. Not a 
few argued, as some have always done, that travel would not just broaden the mind, 
but, in addition, would give the common people ideas above their station. This could 
lead to dangerous ideas and sedition. It could also lead to a weakening of the authority 
of the Established Church, which in spite of the growth of nonconformist influence 
and the emancipation of Roman Catholics, still saw itself as the main arbiter of stan-
dards and opinions. In 1855, the Archbishop of Canterbury, John Sumner, who was in 
many ways theologically progressive, wrote to a correspondent:

we have certainly much cause to lament over the desecration of the Lord’s Day by the mod-
ern facilities of loco-motion [sic] acting upon the crowded population of London and other 
cities. The exertions of the clergy are unsparingly employed, but as I know by experience 
are quite insufficient to oppose the increasing evil.44

Cobbett wrote violently, and his abuse often appealed to the baser instincts of his 
readers. But he was more than just a polemicist. As Rural Rides, the collection of the 
pieces he published on his travels round the country, showed, he was an excellent re-
porter. These were indeed highly personalised accounts in which he set out to prove 
that industrialisation had destroyed the innocence and strength of country life. He 
was a traditionalist and wrote from early experience; but without doubt his vision of 
‘Merrie England’ was a delusion. He sought to restore traditional values – and thus 
what he believed was past prosperity. These, he thought, were being destroyed by the 
Industrial Revolution. He did not preach innovation.

He had no time for the theorists and ‘feelosofers’, whether they be English, Scotch, 
or French. He particularly disliked the Revd Thomas Malthus, with his theories of 
population and advocacy of birth control. In an article in the form of a letter, written 
from the United States in 1819, he declared:

Parson: I have during my life detested many men; but never any one so much as you. Your book 
on Population … could have sprung from no mind not capable of dictating acts of greater cruelty 
than any recorded in the history of the massacre of St Bartholomew. Priests have, in all ages, been 
remarkable for cool and deliberate and unrelenting cruelty; but it seems to have been reserved 
for the Church of England to produce one who has a just claim to the atrocious pre-eminence.45

That was his style – abusive and over-the-top. And, naturally, it attracted lots of readers, 
and lots of enemies.

Cobbett’s tunnel vision was exemplified by his opposition to William Wilberforce and 
the Anti-Slavery movement, which he saw as taking attention from his main concern – 
the plight of the labouring classes. In a published letter to Wilberforce,46 he declared:

there is a great deal of canting trash; a great deal of lying; a great deal of that cool, impudent 
falsehood for which the Quakers are famed; a monstrous quantity of hypocrisy is evident 
… this would appear to be what you want; namely to make the West Indian Negro slaves as 
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well off as the labourers in this kingdom … that is nonsense too beastly to be used by anyone 
but a son of cant.

He told the great humanitarian:

Your appeal is to the inhabitants of this country. You make your appeal in Piccadilly,  
London, among those who are wallowing in luxuries, proceeding from the labour of the 
people. You should have gone to the gravel-pits and made your appeal to the wretched crea-
tures with bits of sacks around their shoulders, and with haybands round their legs; you 
should have gone to the roadside, and made your appeal to the emaciated, half-dead things 
who are there cracking stones to make the roads level as a die for the tax-eaters to ride on. 
What an insult it is.

He was equally conservative on another matter which exercised the minds of re-
formers – education. In a further letter to Alderman Wood,47 he asked:

Why, then, teach the children of the poor to read? Why waste in this pursuit either money 
or time; seeing that, if you succeed, your success must necessarily tend to the increase of 
error and to the debasement of the people? It is not the mere capability of reading that can 
raise man in the scale of nature. It is the enlightening of his mind; and, if the capability of 
distinguishing words upon paper does not tend to enlighten him that acquirement is to be 
considered as nothing of any value.

No wonder this sort of thing enraged and alarmed many fellow Radicals, as well 
as the authorities, particularly at a time of post-war unrest and when parliamentary 
reform was in the air. Not least did his prejudices and rancorous style antagonise those 
liberal-minded people who basically supported many of his aims.

He carried on his campaigns and published his letters to the people in Cobbett’s 
Weekly Political Register, which he founded in 1802, and which continued to appear 
until his death in 1835. For a time, he avoided Stamp Duty by carrying no news – just 
letters – so that the publication was rated as a pamphlet. It was an immediate success. 
He arranged all sorts of methods of distribution, and, at one stage, the Political Register  
had an extraordinary circulation of well over 40,000. Parsons complained that it was 
extremely popular with their poor parishioners, many of whom were unemployed. 
Those who could not read went to inns and other meeting places to listen to it. The 
Revd William Butts, of Glemsford near Clare in Suffolk, told the Home Office that  
papers were read avidly “even by paupers on parish relief.”

In the issue of September 26, 1807, Cobbett wrote:

ask the landlord why he takes a newspaper, he’ll tell you that it attracts people to his house, 
and in many ways its attractions are stronger than drink. Thousands upon thousands of men 
having become sots through the attractions of these vehicles of novelty and falsehood.

But, at the government’s behest, magistrates started threatening the withdrawal of 
licences to sell liquor. Cobbett saw the danger, and in the Political Register of March 
22, 1817, wrote:

with respect to public houses, inns, coffee houses and the like, as the granting and refusing 
of their licences depends already upon the absolute will and pleasure of the magistrates, it 
would be foolish indeed to suppose that any newspapers would, in future, be received in 
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them, which the magistrates shall think to contain anything of an irreligious, immoral or 
seditious TENDENCY … the indirect power will banish from public-houses of all sorts ev-
ery publication which is at all hostile to the views of the Government.

Particular ire and alarm was caused by the publication, in the Political Register of 
November 2, 1816, of what was perhaps Cobbett’s most famous and trenchant piece – 
the Address to the Journeymen and Labourers of England as well as Scotland and Ireland 
advocating social reform. This was described by John Cross, a barrister who was later 
to become a senior judge, as “one of the most malignant and diabolic publications ever 
issued from the English Press.”

Other journalists did not like Cobbett for both political and economic reasons. They 
hated the success of his publication and his ability to communicate. One of them, Vincent 
George Dowling, was a spy for the Tory government and furnished reports to the Home 
Office of meetings of Radicals in London, and of the success of the Political Register. He 
wrote to John Beckett, under-secretary at the Home Office, on December 6, 1816:

while taking my rounds after nightfall, I dropped into several public houses from Fleet 
Street to Whitechapel, and endeavoured to collect the tone of the frequenters of those places 
… From the public-house politicians much of the tone of the monocracy is to be collected … 
there is a shop off Lombard Street frequented by a nest of democrats. Cobbett is read aloud 
once a week and political topics very freely discussed.*

Cobbett was scathing about his rivals. He called them a “hireling crew of editors 
and authors” who, if there was a press truly free of government influence and subsidy, 
would be “reduced to beggary or exalted to the gallows for robbery or theft … they  
are labouring with a degree of malignity, which … demonstrates their sense of the 
desperateness of their cause.”48

He had strong opinions on most topics and wrote about almost all of them. He pub-
lished, in 1829, Advice to Young Men, which showed that he was an old-fashioned tra-
ditionalist. He told them that in seeking happiness, “turn your back on Whitehall and 
on Somerset House”; avoid extravagance of dress, the playhouse and the racetrack; get 
up early and do not have late nights. He told them:

in your manners be neither boorish nor blunt, but even these are preferable to simpering and 
crawling. I wish every English youth could see those of the United States of America; always 
civil, never servile.

*Dowling may have been despicable as a government agent, but he had two outstanding successes as a 
journalist for The Observer, showing again that the really good reporter must have luck as well as initia-
tive. He was present in the lobby of the House of Commons on May 11, 1812, when the Prime Minster, 
Spencer Perceval, was assassinated. His report, the following Sunday, said a Palace of Westminster of-
ficial was “standing close by Mr Perceval in the lobby of the House of Commons, when a pistol was fired 
at Mr Perceval, who uttered a cry of ‘murder’ or ‘murdered’ staggered two or three paces, and fell on his 
side.” In 1820, Dowling hired a boat and crossed the channel to provide The Observer with the first news 
of the return of Queen Caroline after George IV had ascended the throne. He reported the scenes at Cal-
ais and how “Her Majesty was much indisposed from the customary effects of the motion of the vessel.”
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He was clearly a prude and his advice was a precursor of the middle-class morality 
that was to dominate the Victorian age. If his writings show him to have been an ex-
acting parent, his affectionate references to his son, Richard, in Rural Rides, suggest 
that he was a loving family man.

He had apparently been a very good soldier, being tall and strong as well as being 
punctual and exact. As his writings and opinions show, he was no wishy washy theo-
retical reformer. He strongly approved of the manly arts, such as boxing. He would 
surely not have joined the anti-hunting brigade; at least as far as foxes are concerned. 
He warned against effeminacy brought about partly from the movement away from 
“athletic and hardy sports and exercise.” He applauded the noted prize-fighter, Tom 
Belcher, and declared:

not only boxing, but wrestling, quarter-staff, single-stick, bull-baiting, every exercise of the 
common people that supposes the possible risk of life or limb, and, of course, that tends to 
prepare them for deeds of bravery of a higher order, and, by the means of those deeds and of 
the character and consequence naturally growing out of them, to preserve the independence 
and liberties of their country; every such exercise seems to be doomed to extirpation.49

From his writing, Cobbett, like so many campaigners, does not appear to have had 
much of a sense of humour, if any. The causes he espoused were far too important to 
be taken lightly. As Professor Pinker writes:50

if he were living today Cobbett would be kept busy enough addressing local poverty ac-
tion groups, environmentalists of every pastoral hue and advocates of patch community 
care schemes, in between appearing in various courts and tribunals to answer innumerable 
charges under the Race Relations Act.

Much of his reporting was excellent, but there was always an agenda and a cause ex-
pressed with the vehemence of total belief that brooked no contradiction. For much 
of the time, he would certainly have found his home among the columnists of today’s 
Guardian; though some of his opinions might have seemed extreme even for the more 
rightwing readers of the Daily Telegraph’s letters page.

Unlike so many reporters down the years, he was, as far as can be seen, responsible 
in his private life. He certainly did not typify the feckless hack. He was extremely 
careful with money, was no philanderer and was faithful to his wife. Nor did he drink 
to excess. He said, “Drunkenness and Gluttony generally so called, these are vices so 
nasty and beastly that I deem anyone capable of indulging in them to be wholly un-
worthy of my advice.”51 In fact, this man, who will always rank as one of the great cam-
paigning English journalists, was probably rather dull. He would doubtless harangue 
you over a cup of tea; but wouldn’t be happy exchanging gossip and tittle tattle with 
other reporters in one of the old Fleet Street pubs or wine bars such as El Vino.

Edward Lloyd

In mid-ninteenth century England, there were plenty of muscular and worthy Chris-
tian ministers. The hard riding, hard drinking worldly Church of England parson was 
becoming more of a rarity, though there were still plenty of them about. There was a 
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widespread preoccupation with religion in all its forms among all classes, and this had 
a definite impact on the growth of newspapers and journals. Nonconformists, Quakers 
and Evangelical Anglicans saw the spiritual and practical advantage of using rapidly 
improving methods of communication and growing literacy to proselytise.

The deserving poor might – just possibly – follow their guidance to a better life. 
Worthy people, such as the hymn writer, Jemima Luke (‘I think when I read that 
sweet story of old’), wrote improving articles for the proliferation of tracts and jour-
nals that, with their encouragement, helped working people begin to get the habit of 
reading. It was not just the working classes who were exposed to the ‘mad Method-
ist magazines’, as Emily Brontë called them. They were introduced into the Haworth 
parsonage by the girls’ aunt, and were full of improving stories, all with the promise 
of a better world.

In 1842, a Quaker, William Howitt, started the People’s Journal, which, through 
an emphasis on culture, sought to “vivify, elevate and spiritualise” life and thus work 
towards the goal of all these worthy people – the Emancipation of Labour.

Whether many of the literate working-classes voluntarily chose to read improving 
literature is hard to say, for there was still available to them the centuries old oral 
tradition of dramatic, sensational and often bawdy songs and ballads – instant history 
sung by old men and women until well into the twentieth century. In the first half of 
the nineteenth, they also had cheap reading matter known as ‘penny dreadfuls’, which 
originally prospered by publishing instalments of the Gothic horror novels which were 
so popular among the middle classes. The instalments meant that they were available 
to the poor who could not afford to buy the book. Before long, their content consisted 
of bloodthirsty stories, both real and imaginary, of highwaymen such as Dick Turpin, 
murderers, and every sort of villain. Their stories were told in lurid detail and often 
romanticised.

The ‘penny dreadfuls’ had a huge readership among all classes and were the foun-
dations of the fortunes of such publishers as Edward Lloyd (1815–90) and Charles 
Knight (1791–1873). These men, pioneers in the genre, knew well that they could never 
over-estimate the public’s appetite for gore and sensation. George Augustus Sala, who 
was later to be an outstanding journalist, but who started as one of Lloyd’s apprentice 
illustrators, recalled in his memoirs that his employer had instructed him to supply 
“more blood, much more blood in fact spouting blood and more prominent eyes.”52

Lloyd, who published the Sweeney Todd stories and other serials, inaugurated a 
very early form of audience research. One of his writers, the journalist, Thomas Frost, 
said he was told on submitting a manuscript:

our publications circulate among a class so different in education and social position from 
the readers of the three-volume novels that we sometimes distrust our own judgement and 
place the manuscript in the hands of an illiterate person – a servant, or machine boy, for 
instance. If they pronounce favourably upon it, we think it will do.53

Having started as a compositor, Lloyd, who was an ambitious entrepreneur, com-
missioned many stories from hacks who could turn their hands to anything and pro-
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duce copy at speed for his growing number of publications. From his office in Salis-
bury Square, off Fleet Street, he was to launch Lloyd’s Weekly News, with the very able 
Douglas Jerrold as editor.* In 1876, Lloyd bought a weekly, The Daily Chronicle, and 
turned it into a most successful daily, attracting many of the shop-keeping classes. He 
died a very wealthy and highly regarded proprietor.

Henry Mayhew

Publishers such as George Reynolds, a Chartist, were using penny papers to play up 
differences between wealth and poverty and left nothing to the imagination in de-
scriptions of slums and the condition in which people lived in the fiction they carried. 
The working and lower-middle classes, who were reading such books, were not just at-
tracting the attention of editors and publishers. Nor was it just that the religious were 
determined to minister to the spiritual needs of the deserving poor. The conscience of 
many was aroused by the living conditions described in Dickens’s novels, particularly 
Bleak House and Our Mutual Friend. His descriptive writing showed him to be the 
great reporter he was; it had the immediacy that worked on conscience. But his work 
was obviously read by most as fiction, though it produced some unease among the 
sensitive.

It was another journalist who produced a classic factual study that was to have a 
lasting effect, and helped persuade the authorities that something must be done to 
alleviate the lot of the poor in increasingly congested cities. Henry Mayhew (1812–87) 
had started as a dramatist, but became a journalist and founded a humorous weekly 
called Figaro in London. In 1841, he was involved in the launch of Punch, and for a few 
months was co-editor. Punch was not just a humorous journal employing the great-
est and most angry cartoonists in the land, as well as some of the best authors. It also 
attracted writers who had something to say about social affairs and prodded the con-
sciences of its middle-class readers.

As it became more respectable and conventionally ‘funny’, it lost much of its cutting 
edge, and thus some readers. Jimmy Mallon, the distinguished sociologist and War-
den of Toynbee Hall, told me that, though he had read it often with delight as a young 
man in the ’90s, by 1950, he could scarcely bear to see it in a dentist’s waiting room. He 
found it patronising and not very funny.

Mayhew left Punch because he had become interested in something more than hu-
morous journalism. He was one of those alarmed by a report published on the sani-
tary conditions in London for 1848–49. He set out to investigate and contributed some 

*Jerrold, who was highly thought of by his friends, Charles Dickens and William Makepeace Thackeray, 
was best known for his very popular play, Black Eyed Susan. He was an early contributor to Punch, and 
his caustic wit was mainly directed against the “follies and misdeeds of the nation’s rulers.” His leading  
articles were much admired and he summed up his social beliefs with the words “the poor must be re-
lieved, and who but the rich can relieve them?” He certainly gave the paper stature and seriousness. He 
knew the importance of comprehensive coverage and having good sporting pages. If he had not died  
at the age of 54, in 1857, he would almost certainly have had a more important place in the history of 
journalism.
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eighty long letters to the Morning Chronicle on social conditions in the capital. These, 
with additions and supplementary reports, were published as London Labour & The 
London Poor, a work that attracted a wide readership. It was, in many ways, a pioneer-
ing work in sociology, but was readable and accessible to all because Mayhew dis-
played great powers of observation, was a remarkable reporter, and grabbed the atten-
tion of the general reader.

His report was not just a catalogue of facts, though there were plenty of those. Peter 
Quennell, who edited his works in a volume entitled, Mayhew’s London, said he pur-
sued his work with meticulous humanity and added that

it would be presumptuous, no doubt to call him the nineteenth century Defoe; but, if he had 
none of Defoe’s imaginative genius, he had the same devotion to the literal fact, the same 
grasp of detail and the same observant eye, that makes Defoe the most poetic of the great 
European realists. Mayhew’s notes on economic conditions were accompanied by brilliant 
portraits of individual men and women.

If only some of today’s more unreadable sociologists would read Mayhew to see how 
it should be done.

W. T. Stead

Many of the reformers were from the North Country, where growing cities, such 
as Manchester, Birmingham, and Leeds, were developing exactly the same problems 
as London. W. T. Stead (1849–1912) was the son of a Congregationalist minister. Jour-
nalism did not change his deeply religious nature: he believed it could be part of God’s 
work. It could be argued that some of the methods Stead used prove that He does move 
in an extremely mysterious way.

Stead was appointed editor of the Northern Echo, Darlington, at the age of 23, in 1871 
(a position that was to be filled, ninety years later, by another young crusading journal-
ist, Harold Evans, who was to be editor of both the Sunday Times and The Times). One 
of Stead’s campaigns was the exposure of Bulgarian atrocities. Through this, he met 
Gladstone, and supported the Liberal leader in one of his great obsessions. Because of 
this connection, he was invited, in 1881, to become assistant editor of the Liberal Pall 
Mall Gazette, the only newspaper that Gladstone said he could bear to read.

In 1883, Stead was appointed editor, being later described as “the most powerful 
journalist in the island.” However, Gladstone came to detest him, particularly when 
he added his voice to criticism of the Prime Minister’s nocturnal activities. Gladstone 
judged him to have done more harm to journalism “than any other individual ever 
known.” Stead reorganised the paper and espoused many causes. The PMG, as it was 
universally known, argued strongly that General Gordon should be sent to Khartoum, 
where he was to meet his death. It also initiated a campaign to modernise the navy.

Stead had a good eye for potential journalists, and not just men. He was the first 
to give a job to Flora Shaw, the first in an impressive line of female correspondents. 
She had good connections through her family and was friendly with such authors as 
George Meredith and Robert Louis Stevenson. In 1886, just before she left to accompa-
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ny some friends to Gibraltar, she was introduced to Stead, who told her that he would 
publish anything worthwhile that she submitted. In Gibraltar, she managed to track 
down Zebehr Pasha, former ruler of much of the Sudan, who had been exiled there by 
the British. Stead published her interview with him, and her name was made.

She never looked back. She moved to Cairo, where she reported for the Manchester 
Guardian, and there met Moberly Bell, The Times correspondent who was later, as 
Managing Director, to make her Colonial Editor. In 1886, The Times would not employ 
women full time, but Bell engaged her to write a regular column. Through cultivating 
such colonial giants as Cecil Rhodes and Evelyn Baring, she was able to provide plenty 
of information, most of it very much slanted towards Britain’s imperial interests. It 
was no surprise when, in 1902, she married another great colonial administrator, Sir 
Frederick (later Lord) Lugard. She was to give up reporting and spent her life sup-
porting her husband. For her organisational work during World War I, she was made 
a Dame Commander of the Order of the British Empire.

If Flora Shaw was a romantic and well-connected figure, it was Emilie Marshall 
(later to be known as Peacocke, after she married another reporter) who was to make 
the real breakthrough to Fleet Street. Stead always took a great interest in Emilie, who 
was born in 1883, as her father had succeeded him as editor of the Northern Echo in 
Darlington. The girl heard nothing but shop talk at home and John Marshall, a man 
years before his time, saw that from the age of fifteen she had practical training in the 
whole technique of newspaper production as well as basic journalism, including short-
hand. She bicycled round the countryside collecting news, but her ambitions were far 
from the Northeast.

As she later wrote, Fleet Street “loomed ahead … not as a street paved in gold … but 
ankle-deep in slush from the horse-borne traffic in its narrow roadway, but still siren 
of all streets.”54 But the obstacles preventing women getting ahead were formidable. 
In 1902, she applied to the Yorkshire Post for a job as a sub-editor. She was rejected be-
cause she was told the difficulties and objections were thought to be insuperable, even 
though “on merits, your application is perhaps the best of a great number received.”

The family moved to London after her father was forced to leave the Northern Echo 
because of his pro-Boer attitude during the South African War. She was highly trained 
as a sub-editor and reporter, but, as she went from office to office, she learned that 
prejudice was still too strong. It was not until the Church Family Newspaper offered 
her a job that the breakthrough came. Then, when she heard that Stead was starting 
a new paper, she applied and he immediately gave a job to the ‘Northern Echo Girl’. 
Stead’s creation, The Daily Paper, lasted only five weeks and she was out of a job.

But not for long. Almost immediately, in 1904, she was engaged by the four-year-old 
Daily Express as its first woman reporter. A year later, she joined The Tribune at a much 
larger salary. Here, her carefully nurtured contacts with the Labour Party leader, 
Keir Hardie, paid off. It was his tip that meant she was the only reporter present 
in the House of Commons as supporters of women’s suffrage in the Ladies’ Gallery 
bombarded the Chamber with Votes for Women pamphlets.
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The Tribune did not last and she soon joined the Daily Mail, who made very good use 
of her excellent contacts with the suffragette movement. There were no complaints 
about her reporting, but she had to leave after a year when she married Herbert Pea-
cocke.

It was the exposure of the trade in child prostitutes that her mentor, Stead, consid-
ered his greatest achievement. On July 6, 1885, the PMG published a sensational ar-
ticle with the headline, ‘The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon’. This was a firsthand 
report of how a thirteen-year-old was sold by her mother to a gentleman and taken to a 
brothel. This shocked many and eventually had some effect on legislation concerning 
the age of consent.

But it produced a storm of criticism, and not just from his rivals, when it transpired 
that the report, though based on facts, was actually a put up job engineered by Stead. 
Unfortunately for him, he had omitted to tell the girl’s father who prosecuted him 
for abduction. He served three months in prison for this offence which undoubtedly 
severely damaged his reputation. His causes might be admirable, but readers were 
bound to wonder how much of each story was invention.

As A. N. Wilson rightly said, in The Victorians, “Stead was not a bad man. He was 
that much more dangerous thing, a morally stupid man doing bad things which he 
believed to be brave because they made a stir.”55 In 1890, Stead founded and edited the 
Review of Reviews, a monthly which achieved some reputation in the literary world. 
But he still had time to attack the government of the day, for example strongly sup-
porting the Boers during the South African War.

He certainly exaggerated, fabricated, and sensationalised some reports if it im-
proved his case. This did not stop him being a great journalist. In his last few minutes 
on this earth, he doubtless bitterly regretted being unable to send an eyewitness re-
port on one of the great stories of all time. The last sight of him was helping women 
and children into the Titanic’s lifeboats.

Alfred Harmsworth, 1st Viscount Northcliffe

It was a young man named Alfred Harmsworth (1865–1922), later to be Lord Northc-
liffe, who seized the opportunity of transforming daily journalism so that it made him 
a fortune and brought him eventually considerable influence. His fellow proprietor, 
the Canadian Lord Beaverbrook, described him as “a man of brilliant creative talents, 
touched by the hand of genius” and said, “he raised the standard of living in Fleet 
Street. He set up a new system of journalism.”56

Tom Clarke, who worked for him for twelve years and was later to be editor of the 
News Chronicle, said he got four compelling impressions of Northcliffe: (1) his am-
bition for power through his newspapers, though not necessarily for money; (2) his 
‘Britishness’, which did not prevent his working always for closer amity between the 
English-speaking peoples; (3) his volcanic intolerance of slipshod work of any sort, 
whether in his own business or elsewhere; (4) his uncanny instinct, which he called 
‘sixth sense’.57
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Harmsworth was born in Ireland, the eldest son of a barrister. When his father 
learned that his son did not wish to go to Oxford, but was determined to become a 
journalist, the older Harmsworth told him, “none of my friends will have anything to 
do with you.”58 He even got his friend, the noted journalist, George Augustus Sala, to 
advise against it as a career. Sala had had considerable experience and success.*

But Alfred was as determined to get his own way at 16 as he was throughout his 
life. On leaving school, he earned money by selling items to Tit-Bits, and then ped-
alled round the country on behalf of Wheel Life, one of the many publications aimed 
at the new craze of cycling. He was later to edit the even more popular Bicycling News 
(which, of course, the Pooters and their friends read). As he went from town to town 
on his bicycle, he made it his business to learn what interested people and what they 
wanted to read. He was, like Beaverbrook and Rupert Murdoch, an instinctive news-
paperman and a practical journalist, as is shown by his interviews with the prominent 
people which his papers published over the years.

This attention to basic journalism explains much of his, and their, success. Clarke 
said, “he knew nothing about politics, art, sport, finance etc and was more interest-
ed in people than things, and that’s what made him such a good popular journalist.”  
A. G. Gardiner, the editor of the Liberal Daily News, was less kind and thought he treated 
his newspapers as if they were a brewery – “with his eager interest in the moment, 
his passion for sensation, his indifference to ideas and his dislike of abstract thought.” 

*George Augustus Sala (1828–96) was trained as an artist – he had worked on ‘penny dreadfuls’ – but that 
was by no means all. His biographer, Ralph Straus, described him as “novelist and essayist, special corre-
spondent and leader-writer, draughtsman and engraver, dramatist and scene-painter, critic and lecturer, 
a bon viveur who could cook an admirable dinner and round it off with a speech even better.” His style, 
which to the modern reader seems over the top, displays the wanderlust that typifies all the best foreign 
correspondents.

Sala had been writing a weekly column for Dickens since 1851 and his assignment to Russia was just 
the first of a series of foreign journeys which were later to make his name as a correspondent for the Daily 
Telegraph. He covered, among other conflicts, the American Civil War, Garibaldi’s campaign in Italy, and 
the early stages of the Franco-Prussian War. In 1864, reporting from Washington, he told his readers, “mil-
itary affairs are just in that critical condition when it is useless to speculate upon what may come next.” 
With his florid prose and eccentric appearance, Sala was to become an early Fleet Street ‘character’. He 
was described as “a heavy man, short and stoutish, and his face was blotched and coarse-featured: dis-
tinctly a florid person.” His nose, “which alike for its size, its peculiar contours, and its fiery hues, was 
destined to become Fleet Street’s most famous landmark.”: Strauss, R., Sala: the Portrait of an Eminent 
Victorian (London: Constable & Co, 1942). He knew everyone who was anyone and perhaps the ultimate 
sign of his fame was when he appeared in one of Max Beerbohm’s drawings [Rossetti in his worldlier days 
(c 1866-1868) leaving the Arundel Club with George Augustus Sala].

The eminent foreign correspondent, Philip Gibbs, described Sala as “one of the best descriptive writ-
ers, who humanised the columns of a newspaper and with a vivid pen dealt with most aspects of social 
life in Victorian England.” In London, his workload was prodigious. He wrote two leaders on non-polit-
ical topics, each of fifteen hundred words, every day except Saturday. He had a great interest in flagella-
tion, calling for its total abolition in schools and the armed services. It is said that he was an accomplished 
and witty writer of pornography, which was in great demand in a select circle. Like so many others who 
have lived a full life, Sala hedged his bets and shortly before he died was received into the Roman Catholic 
Church by no less a person than Cardinal Vaughan.
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Many would think that an excellent description of the ideal reporter. Bernard Falk, 
a noted contemporary journalist, wrote of Harmsworth in his memoirs that he had 
“an uncanny gift, amounting to genius [that word again], for appraising the likes and 
dislikes of the public.”59

He obviously relied on his instinct of what the new reading and self-improving public 
wanted when he published, at one penny, Answers, ‘a weekly storehouse of interesting 
information’. Within the next seven years, he followed this with publications aimed at 
all sorts and conditions of the lower-middle and working classes – errand boys, house-
wives, factory girls, children and more besides. All made money, and Harmsworth 
realised that stunts would advertise his publications and attract readers.

Circulation soared when he offered £1 a week for life to the reader who guessed the 
amount of money in the Bank of England on a certain day. It was said he got the idea 
when he and his brother were walking along the Thames Embankment and chatted to 
a tramp who said £1 a week was his ideal fantasy. Each entrant had to provide five wit-
nesses of identity and as more than 700, 000 went in for the competition, the exposure 
of Answers was huge. Its circulation and profitability soared dramatically. Incidental-
ly, the prize was won by a young soldier working for the Ordnance Survey Department 
whose guess was within £2 of the correct total. He only lived another eight years and 
Harmsworth gave his widow £50. Thus, the total outlay was £500 (about £27,500 in 
today’s money) – not bad for one of the greatest advertising coups of all time.

But Harmsworth’s eye was on the daily market. An Irish journalist, T. P. O’Connor, 
had told the Liberal Party that he would produce an evening paper in its interests that 
would be “animated, readable and stirring.” The result was the Star, which followed 
the American example of huge headlines which demanded attention. Stories were 
kept to half a column and it cost only a halfpenny, half the cost of its rivals. Although 
it was sensational in its news columns, it attracted some eminent writers, including 
George Bernard Shaw as its music critic. But crucially, it did not make money. Nor did 
the Conservative Evening News, on which Harmsworth had his eye.

In 1894, he seized the chance to buy it at an extremely advantageous price and pro-
claimed that, in politics, the Evening News would be “strongly and unfalteringly” Con-
servative and Unionist in imperial matters, while sympathetic to labour at home. The 
purchase pleased Lord Salisbury, who feared the paper might be bought by Liberal 
interests. The Prime Minster was, a few years later, to remark that Harmsworth had 
“invented a paper for those who could read but not think and then another [the Daily 
Mirror] for those who could see photographs but not read.”60

Harmsworth and the team he gathered around him, which included his brother, 
Harold, later Lord Rothermere, set about revamping the paper in the light of Ameri-
can practice and the innovations which had already been taking place in London over 
the past ten years. Typographical changes, the use of small headings or crossheads to 
break up the pages, and concise, lively and personal stories, helped transform it. Crime 
stories and an innovative column for women, as well as more stories through better 
newsgathering, attracted new readers. At first, circulation was disappointing, but the 
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advertisers liked it and soon it was making money. The younger brother, Rothermere, 
showed here, as he was to demonstrate throughout his life, that he was an expert in 
financial matters.

The Evening News was just a curtain raiser for the even more important project. On 
May 4, 1896, the Daily Mail appeared and its first issue sold over 300,000 copies. The 
most modern presses were installed, sharply increasing the hourly rate of production. 
Distribution was facilitated by the railway system, which in those days was efficient, 
growing, and could guarantee delivery for breakfast tables round the kingdom. It has 
been argued with cause that it was the first truly national newspaper.

This new publication was printed on more expensive paper, the better to repro-
duce photographs and illustrations, and stories were brief and had as their objective 
to ‘explain, simplify and clarify’. Its slogans were ‘The Busy Man’s Paper’ and ‘A Penny 
Paper for a Half-Penny’. Although the proprietor believed that women were an impor-
tant part of the readership, the paper also looked to a new, rising class – the Pooters. It 
aimed at “not so much the newly educated as the recently better-off … clerks willing to 
spend a half-penny, where they might jibe at a penny.”61

He encouraged able people to work for him by paying excellent salaries. He did not 
believe that the traditional starving ill-paid hack was efficient. High remuneration en-
couraged many graduates to join his organisation and it was these who proved expert 
in popularising news and knowing what the readership wanted.* For graduates, jour-
nalism was becoming a job rather than a part time hobby. Some wrongly thought of it 
as a profession and some gave themselves airs accordingly. But those who knew it was a 
trade were the people who made the new journalism work. They translated instincts of 
the ‘Chief’, as he liked to be known by his staff, into copy that attracted the readers.

Harmsworth planned the new paper with meticulous attention to detail. In the 
months before publication, a new breed of sub-editor was engaged and trained to re-
write reporters’ often verbose copy, so that all the facts were contained in a paragraph. 
He exploited this short, quick-fire presentation of news which made newspapers far 
more accessible to the masses. The Oxford historian, A. J. P. Taylor, described it as “the 
greatest advance in communication since the abandonment of Latin for English.”

He did not claim to be the first English journalist to use a single paragraph to pres-
ent all the facts to the reader in concise and clear form without the verbiage which 
was so common in newspapers at that time. The creator, he said, was Edmund Yates 
(1831–94), who had worked for Dickens on Household Words and was to found and 
edit the World. Yates, who was an innovative editor, was also said to have invented the 
celebrity interview as we know it and in addition was credited with being the founder 
of Society journalism.†

*Thompson says he could find no evidence that Salisbury actually described the Daily Mail as being “run 
by office boys for office boys”.
†In 1858, Yates was at the centre of a much-publicised row which eventually led to his being expelled from 
the Garrick Club. The trouble started when he was asked at the last moment to write something to fill a 
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Sub-editors worked on dummy issues of the Daily Mail from early 1896 and at 
the same time reporters were sent out on assignments to learn how to write in an  
accessible way. Correspondents were appointed all over the world so that the paper 
would have a truly international character. Competitors were misled as to what was 
in mind when false dummies were leaked to them. Consequently, they studied rather 
poor and lacklustre features specially written to deceive them. Harmsworth knew 
that the newly enfranchised, many of them reading on their way to work, did not want 
to struggle through the long parliamentary reports and verbatim speeches of politi-
cians which were carried by the other dailies. Everything must be short and, to make 
it reader-friendly, topics would appear in the same place each day. Plenty of pictures, 
human interest stories, lots of sport and two columns with items of particular interest 
to women would, he knew, make it a success. It was.

Following the launch of the Daily Mail, Harmsworth told his Evening News editor, 
Kennedy Jones, “we have struck a gold mine” and by the turn of the century it was 
firmly established. In 1903, he made one of his few journalistic misjudgements; and it 
was one of stupendous proportions. The Daily Mirror, ‘the First Daily Newspaper for 
Gentlewomen’, was edited and mainly staffed by women. It was a disaster and never 
got off the ground. Circulation plummeted from an initial 265,000 to less than 25,000. 
Harmsworth brought in Hamilton Fyffe, a 33-year-old he had persuaded to join him 

gap in a little known weekly, Town Talk. The hour was late and the 26-year-old Yates, who had almost cer-
tainly dined exceedingly well, responded with a very rude piece about Thackeray, a fellow-club-member. 
The article said “his bearing is cold and uninviting, his bonhomie is forced, his wit biting” and observed 
that his conversation “is either frailly cynical or affectedly benevolent and good natured”. The distin-
guished author, twenty years older than Yates and who was himself not above invective, temporarily lost 
his sense of proportion. He complained that some of the details could only have been gathered within the 
confidential precincts of the Garrick. He wanted an apology but Yates, after seeking the advice of friends, 
including Dickens, refused. The matter went to the Committee and then to a General Meeting which 
voted 70 to 46 agreeing with a motion that “reflections by one member of the Club against any other will 
be fatal to the comforts of the Club, and is intolerable in a Society of Gentlemen”. They voted that Yates 
should apologise and that the Committee should take steps to “prevent the practice of members publish-
ing defamatory articles upon one another”.

Dickens took Yates’s side throughout this ludicrous affair and wrote to his friend, William Howard 
Russell [see above, Chapter IV], who must have been bemused at receiving such a letter while he was 
thousands of miles away in India, busy covering the barbarities of both sides in the Mutiny for The Times. 
Dickens wrote, “Frightful mess, muddle, complication, and botheration ensue – which witch’s broth is 
now in full boil. You are better with a turban round your hat over there, than here, with all this nonsense 
going on.” Yates finally had his membership rescinded after it was made clear that neither his writings nor 
his company could be tolerated in a society of gentlemen. This did not stop his having a long and often con-
troversial career in journalism and his writings on Society meant he had a large circle of acquaintances.
Appropriately enough, Yates, who was described as being emotionally and morally colour-blind, died 
while attending a performance at the Garrick Theatre. Some have credited him with suggesting the 
pseudonym ‘Lewis Carroll’ to C. L. Dodgson when that Oxford clerical don showed him the draft of Alice 
in Wonderland. The Garrick, which has always had a number of journalists (including myself) as mem-
bers, has often had a slightly ambiguous relationship with the press. Although none since Yates has been 
expelled for what had been written, in recent years a few journalists have been prevented from joining 
through being blackballed. These include, Bernard Levin, Anthony Holden, and Jeremy Paxman.
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from the Times, who sacked all the women and later wrote:

They begged me to be allowed to stay. They left little presents on my desk. They waylaid me 
tearfully in corridors. It was a horrid experience – like drowning kittens.62

The ‘Chief’ was quoted as saying that he had learned two things from this debacle: 
“Women can’t write and don’t want to read.”63 This was out of character, for, in fact, 
he knew that, far from not wanting to read, women were a most important part of his 
target audience. And he knew they could be great reporters. During the Boer War, he 
employed Lady Sarah Wilson, one of the first of what was to be a distinguished line of 
women war correspondents, though in fact she was a journalist by chance. She was the 
sixth daughter of the Duke of Marlborough and had travelled to South Africa with her 
husband who was appointed an ADC to Colonel Baden-Powell, hero of Mafeking, and 
later founder of the Boy Scouts. She was a doughty person who had been bored with 
the inanities of the London Season.

During and before the siege, she kept the Daily Mail supplied from time to time 
with vivid accounts of what conditions were like living with little food and sleep and 
the continuous noise of shells and bullets. During the town’s bombardment, she wrote 
about the “wear and tear on one’s mind” caused by “the continual danger of shells 
and stray bullets, and the knowledge that when taking leave of a friend it might be the 
last farewell on earth.” Rudyard Kipling, who was also covering the war, wrote that 
war correspondents had to have “the constitution of a bullock, the digestion of an os-
trich and an infinite adaptability to all circumstances.” That certainly applied to Lady 
Sarah, and Harmsworth valued the popularity of her reports with readers. When the 
siege was over, he published a photo of her – in the height of fashion, not in her travel-
ling gear – and a long report headed ‘Stirring Description by Lady Sarah Wilson’. He 
arranged for her book of memoirs to be published.

In 1905, after receiving his peerage, Northcliffe increased his empire by buying a 
controlling interest in the Observer, the oldest English Sunday newspaper. But as he 
told R. D. Blumenfeld, the pioneering American journalist who was to edit the Daily 
Express for twenty-eight years, “there is nothing I would like better in all the world 
than to obtain control of the Times.”64 After several tries, he succeeded, in 1908, and 
set about restoring the fortunes of the paper, which, though still highly regarded, was 
expensive at threepence and had a circulation of only 38,000.

Northcliffe had not been slow in discovering the power of owning newspapers and 
realised that it was the Times rather than the Daily Mail, for all its large circulation, 
that gave him real influence. There were Establishment mutterings against such a man 
owning what they regarded as their paper. In 1980, when another ‘outsider’, Rupert 
Murdoch, bought the paper, the same sort of mutterings were heard from the same 
sort of people. For the last two hundred years, such people have been complaining 
regularly that “The Times is not what it was.”

One reason for their hostility was explained by Alfred Gollin in his book, Proconsul 
in Politics:
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He was so different from the other members of the ruling class of his time. They resented 
his power, his influence, his ability, and most of all, his refusal to conform to their standards … 
He had no traditional base to stand upon. The essence of his success lay in the fact that he 
always avoided the ordinary course, he had beaten his way to a prominent position by novel 
means, and was not prepared to abandon them.

In 1904, when he was made a baronet, critics wondered how this was possible when 
the composer, Edward Elgar, was only knighted that year. Then the following year, he 
received a peerage in Arthur Balfour’s Resignation Honours List at the urging of King 
Edward VII. He took the title Northcliffe from a section of the shoreline near his home 
in Kent. The outrage of many was reflected in the Saturday Review which said:

No man makes a pile without the possession of certain qualities, which are obviously rare, 
but which do not in our opinion necessarily entitle their possessors to a seat in the House of 
Lords … We say advisedly that he has done more than any man of his generation to pervert 
and enfeeble the mind of the multitude … We fail to discover in his record any performance 
of those higher duties to the State or those wider services to humanity, which alone entitle 
a citizen to become a peer.

Those words could apply to many proprietors and editors whose unseemly acceptance 
of honours must produce in many a doubt, however unfair, on their integrity as journal-
ists. It is a temptation to which very many otherwise honourable people succumb.*

According to Beaverbrook, during the sixteen years he was in the House of Lords, 
Northcliffe spoke only 968 words.65 His influence came from the power of his news-
paper empire. The Times was all-important and, by 1914, he controlled half the daily 
newspapers sold in London. Beaverbrook said that politicians feared and hated him 
and he “for his part, never attempted to understand them or cultivate relations of am-
ity with them.”66 

Before World War I, he warned, through his papers, of the dangers of German 
expansion. The Kaiser saw him as a dangerous and powerful enemy. Hitler said 
he learned from the British use of propaganda and thought Northcliffe’s work was  
inspired. In Mein Kampf, he said, “I learned myself enormously from this enemy pro-
paganda.” Norman Angell, whom Northcliffe had appointed editor at the Continental 
Daily Mail, was later to say the British newspapers were “a more reptile instrument 
than Bismarck.” Angell left daily journalism in 1910, and thenceforward argued for 
peace and against armed aggression. He was a pioneer of the League of Nations and 
was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1933.

By the end of 1916, when Britain and Germany had been at war for two years, North-
cliffe’s position was a formidable one. As had always been the case, he never conducted 
an argument; he just hammered away at a theme. He carried on a campaign against 
first a leading Liberal, Lord Haldane, whom he accused of having pro-German senti-
ments; then against the Minister of Defence, Field Marshal Lord Kitchener, because 
of the shortage of shells for the Front; he was prominent in the campaign which led 

*[When the author was himself tempted, he did not succumb – Ed.]
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to the recall of General Hamilton from Gallipoli; and, finally, he used his influence to 
undermine, and help topple, the Prime Minister, Herbert Asquith. Tom Clark at the 
Mail said he instructed him in December 1916, “get a smiling picture of Lloyd George 
and underneath it put the caption DO IT NOW, and get the worst possible picture of 
Asquith and label it WAIT AND SEE.”67

To his disappointment and anger, he was not invited to be part of the delegation to 
the Versailles Peace Conference, and this eventually contributed to his growing disil-
lusionment with David Lloyd George as Prime Minister. His attempt to undermine 
Lloyd George was to be his final campaign. Northcliffe was still convinced that he had 
much to contribute.

However, by this time, although some of the early genius remained, he was a sick 
man – in mind as well as body. For some years, his conduct had been at times very 
strange, even for him. Throughout his career, the ‘Chief’ had often behaved in a man-
ner that can only be described as paranoid in dealing with staff and colleagues. This is 
a trait not unknown among proprietors and editors, and in itself was not at first alarm-
ing. But by the early 1920s, he was clearly beginning to suffer from a mental break-
down caused, so rumour at the time said, from tertiary syphilis. Unlike most talented 
journalists, he did not drink or smoke to excess and was certainly not incompetent in 
money matters. But, just like so many of them, he was a great womaniser, though he 
and his wife of more than thirty years were devoted to one another. Throughout his 
life, the most important influence on him was his mother. She was the only person to 
whom he was known to defer. He signed the first copy of the Daily Mail off the press 
and sent it to her by special delivery.

He had no legitimate children and after his death, aged just 57, on August 14, 1922, 
his younger brother, Harold, who had been created Lord Rothermere in 1914, took 
control of Associated Newspapers which included the Daily Mail, the Evening News 
and the Sunday Dispatch. The company prospers to this day and is a monument to the 
great-great uncle of the present Lord Rothermere – the first, and only, Lord Northc-
liffe, the Napoleon of Fleet Street. His immediate, practical legacy was to leave three 
months’ salary to each of his employees.

Horatio Bottomley

One of Northcliffe's first jobs, aged 19, had been as a part-time writer and sub-
editor on a weekly paper, called Youth, which aimed at a readership among young men 
like himself who wanted to get on in the world. Youth, founded in 1885, carried im-
proving stories and, unlike many similar publications, avoided appealing to the low 
tastes of those young men who only wanted tales of violence and low life. This is, on 
the face of it, surprising, as one of the paper’s founding management was 25-year-old 
Horatio Bottomley, a crook on a grand scale, who was to show he had a great talent for 
sensational journalism as well as for stupendous fraud.

His later publications would cater to different tastes from those of Youth. Bottomley, 
who was brought up in an orphanage and then trained as a shorthand writer, started 
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his career reporting the Law Courts. This was to give him much needed background 
knowledge of the law that he was to find invaluable when he was pleading the many 
cases in which he was to appear over the years. This expertise, though, did not save 
his being found guilty, in 1922, of a fantastic fraud, for which he was sentenced to 
seven years in prison. Like so many other journalists, he was a heavy drinker (in his 
case champagne), and, even though he was short, fat and very ugly, a most successful 
womaniser. He always arranged that there should be a secret exit from his office so 
that he could escape infuriated creditors and betrayed ex-mistresses, most of whom 
called him ‘Botty’: and there were a great many in both categories.

He was clearly a man of considerable charm, an outstanding orator, and a journalist 
who knew exactly what would make people buy his papers. In 1906, he founded John 
Bull, taking the name of a publication started one hundred years before. Its founder, 
Theodore Hook, supported Queen Caroline with satirical verse and salacious details 
of her activities. Bottomley obviously realised how successful and profitable a paper 
which ignored the usual constraints and was very frank in its reporting could be. His 
printer, Odhams, was owned by Julius Elias (later Lord Southwood, publisher of the 
Daily Herald), who looked after the financial side of what was to become a very profit-
able publication.

The paper’s much publicised slogan was ‘If You Read It In John Bull – It Is So’. Pre-
sumably, the public believed it, for circulation was to rise to over one million. Each 
issue included the usual features – Parliament, the City with hints to investors, and 
sports including racing tips. In the City and on the track, Bottomley was at most times 
a great, but very unsuccessful, gambler. Theatre and book reviews were written by 
talented journalists including Oscar Wilde’s loyal friend, Frank Harris. But a good 
number of the reports were scandal-mongering and prurient in the eighteenth centu-
ry tradition. “Who are the two Front Bench men who are in the habit of coming down 
to the House in an advanced state of intoxication?” was typical.

Open letters were prominent, including one to the King, and another to Lord North-
cliffe, which, considering John Bull’s content, had the effrontery to attack the latter’s 
low standards of journalistic ethics. It said:

lose no time, we admonish you, in clearing your stable of this filth. Let it not be said that to all 
the new-found passports to the Peerage has now to be added the prostitution of the Press.

The staff was made up of some very talented, if bibulous, journalists and much of 
the copy was written in a couple of saloon bars in Long Acre near Covent Garden. It 
had some triumphs, including publication of letters allegedly written by the murderer, 
Dr Crippen, and often exposed frauds and injustices.

By this time, Bottomley, in spite of his shady financial reputation, had a great num-
ber of influential friends in respectable London. He became a Liberal Member of Par-
liament, where he was treated coolly, though, whenever he spoke, the Chamber quick-
ly filled. But it was the Great War which made him. One of his cronies, Henry Houston, 
recorded him as saying:
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This war is my opportunity. Whatever I have been in the past, and whatever my faults, I am 
going to draw a line at August 4, 1914, and start afresh. I shall play the game, cut all my old 
associates, and wipe out everything pre-1914.

A rightly disbelieving Houston asked, “Including the women, sir?” to which Bot-
tomley replied, “Including the women.”68 It certainly was to be his opportunity, but he 
did not give up his old habits.

John Bull took advantage of the rabid and hysterical anti-German feeling which 
swept Britain. It made much of reported atrocities by ‘the Huns’ in Belgium, and, in 
the winter of 1914–15, proclaimed:

a vendetta against every German in Britain whether ‘naturalised’ or not … You cannot natu-
ralise an unnatural Beast – a human abortion – a hellish fiend. But you can exterminate it.

Many firms added to his bank account by taking costly advertising space to announce 
their pure Britishness. It was a profitable form of moral blackmail.

From 1915–21, articles appeared under his name in the Sunday Pictorial which was 
owned by Northcliffe. These were almost always ghosted by his staff, but the senti-
ments were Bottomley’s. John Bull had a huge circulation among the forces, and was 
almost as popular as those papers prepared at the Front and often edited by other 
ranks. Bottomley made sure his paper was known as ‘Tommy’s Bible’. His visit to the 
Front was a great success, and he made sure that it was well covered. The paper’s out-
rageous headlines and biased reporting ensured that hatred of the Germans did not 
flag. Seventy years later, the Sun’s headline GOTCHA, over the story of the sinking of 
the Argentine cruiser, Belgrano, during the Falklands War, was pure Bottomley.

His fiery oratory and passionate beliefs, and with John Bull as a platform, meant that 
he was extraordinarily successful in recruiting campaigns. He went all over the coun-
try giving patriotic lectures to packed halls and filling town squares. It would be im-
possible to exaggerate his appeal and his success. He was said to be more popular than 
any cabinet minister and someone described him as the most important man in the 
country after Lord Kitchener. Lloyd George and most politicians were wise enough to 
keep him at arm’s length. Though it was even suggested that he should be a member of 
the Cabinet, he had no official role during the war.

Even if he was immensely popular, there were plenty who disapproved and distrust-
ed him. In 1915, a journalist called C. H. Norman wrote a pamphlet, entitled ‘Horatio 
Bottomley Exposed’, listing his dubious financial dealings. It said:

Nothing could be more conclusive proof of the rottenness of British journalistic and politi-
cal life than the fact that such a man is ‘consulted’ by the rulers of this country, leads Press 
campaigns, and is hearkened by thousands of well-meaning dupes.69

It did not worry Bottomley. His charm, self-deprecating wit, and optimism saw him 
through. He was seen as a ‘card’ and little acts of well-publicised generosity enhanced 
his reputation. He would always help out national causes, particularly if it meant some 
personal publicity. In this, like so much else, he can be compared to that other crooked 
publisher, Robert Maxwell, who, in 1970, helped to rescue the Edinburgh Common-
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wealth Games; and made sure that everyone knew what he was doing.
In 1912, Bottomley left Parliament as a bankrupt, but discharged this, in 1918, so 

he could contest the first post-war election as an Independent. When he had left six 
years earlier, the Conservative MP, F. E. Smith (later Lord Birkenhead), had said, “His 
House of Commons style was almost ideal, self-possessed, quiet, irresistibly witty, and 
distinguished equally by common sense and tolerance.” His expansive mode of life, 
spending money as if it was limitless, meant he had many friends and associates in 
high places, like Smith.

In the euphoria of the Peace, when the Bolshevik had replaced the German as John 
Bull’s hate figure, many people were encouraged to believe that it was their duty to 
subscribe to the official Victory Loan. Noting the mood of the country, Bottomley saw 
the chance to perpetrate his most audacious fraud under the guise of patriotism. It was 
a miscalculation which was to bring about his ruin. He launched John Bull’s Victory 
Bond Club, promising good terms, prizes and a minimum subscription of £1 compared 
to £5 for an official Victory Bond. Such was his popularity and the trust in which he 
was held that there was a huge response. But it was a scam and Bottomley’s enemies, 
some of whom had been his earlier associates, saw their chance. His promotion of the 
bonds was declared fraudulent.

He was a more than competent lawyer, though with no formal training, and had 
won the majority of the cases in which he had been involved. On this occasion, he 
could not, as so often in the past, argue his way to acquittal. He was sentenced to seven 
years’ hard labour. When he emerged, aged 67, after serving five years, the egoism was 
still there, but the mental instability which his friends had noticed was more apparent. 
He tried, unsuccessfully, to launch a new paper, and the two books he wrote did not 
sell. He earned something from journalism and the proceeds of libel actions. His last 
case was against Woolworths for distributing a back copy of an American magazine 
with a hostile story about him. As his own advocate, he had been successful over the 
years. This time, his self-taught skill as a lawyer failed and he lost.

His last days were sad, lonely, and bankrupt, and he died in 1933. Notwithstanding 
his financial crookedness, he was not an evil man – there have been much worse pro-
prietors – and he surely must have been great company. Above all, he was an outstand-
ing publisher and editor, for he knew instinctively the interests and prejudices of the 
readers and how to entertain them. He is remembered for a story about a visit to him 
in Wormwood Scrubs where he was stitching mailbags. The visitor said, “Ah, Bottom-
ley, sewing?” To which Bottomley replied, “No. Reaping.” It was a piece of repartee 
worthy of Wilkes.
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In March, 1820, Sir Robert Peel, later to be Prime Minister, summed up the  
politicians’ new awareness of the growing importance of public opinion in a letter 

to his friend and fellow Tory politician, John Wilson Croker. He wrote:

do you not think the tone of England – of the great compound of folly, weakness and 
wrong feeling, right feeling, obstinacy and newspaper paragraphs which is called public 
opinion – is more liberal – to use an odious but intelligible phrase – than the policy of the  
Government?*

Of course, Peel did not welcome this development; and nor do his successors in the 
House of Commons two hundred years later. They realise the vital importance of pub-
lic opinion, but see the role of newspapers in forming this as a malign influence. They 
know the media is all-important and do their best to harness it by providing easily 
digested news items. Ministers and MPs are, these days, held to account by the me-
dia rather than by Parliament. And in the opinion of the late Anthony Sampson, the 
media is the only institution in Britain to increase in power over the last forty years. 
Thus many self-important backbenchers – some of whom have dabbled in journal-
ism – would like to see the sort of control over the press that governments have over 
broadcasting. There is even talk in some circumstances of a return to the accepted 
convention of fifty years ago that the media could not comment on a subject within a 
fortnight of its being debated in Parliament.

A sad fact is that too many reporters today are relying on secondary reports in  
preparing their stories. There is what the outstanding Daily Mail reporter, Ann Leslie, 
has described as ‘the Google effect’. Instead of going out to talk to people and asking 
questions, so many journalists are content to get all their information from the Inter-
net. Is it the constraint of lack of staff and tight budgets that makes too many newspa-
pers find that it is an acceptable practice to re-write a handout or press release without 
bothering to check its accuracy? Or is it laziness on the part of the reporter?

The print media, too, is guilty of helping to bastardise the language by carrying, 
and sometimes copying, the form of sub-English uttered by officials, whether in  
government or business. Don Watson, an Australian journalist who was Prime Minister 
Paul Keating’s speech writer, has written a very witty diatribe attacking this new form 
of public language. In Death Sentence,1 he argues that, whereas there are regulations 

V.

Has Anything Changed?
“The two greatest evils in British social life  

are venereal disease and the press”

*Peel’s biographer, Professor Donald Read, relates that these words have long been a favourite among 
media historians.
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against damage to the environment, “every day we vandalise the language which is 
the foundation, the frame and joinery of the culture, if not its greatest glory.”

Advertisements for executive jobs are couched in this gobble-de-gook. Government 
announcements and the letters we get from banks and business houses are rarely clear 
and in straightforward English. Is this intentional, so that the true meaning is ob-
scured? Or is it that, in modern education, children are not taught the basics of the lan-
guage? Newspapers can be a defence against this creeping barbarism. Luckily, there is 
still a number of journalists whose writing is a delight; and some who compare with 
the great stylists of the past.

At times when political opposition to the government of the day is disorganised and 
feeble; at times when the power of the Executive is increasing and intruding more and 
more into people’s lives; at times when liberty is in danger, it must always be the task 
of journalists to challenge, to investigate, and provoke. It does not matter how awful, 
how disreputable, and how irresponsible journalists are: if they do not do it, no one 
else will. Nobody, it is quite true, has formally told the press that this is their task. 
Politicians do not like it, arguing that we are unelected and self-appointed.

The vital role of the press was well summed up in a 1974 lecture by Harold Evans. 
He came originally from that reforming Northern Echo school of journalism which 
produced among others W. T. Stead and Emilie Peacocke. Some may think his words 
pompous, others that they are pretentious, but what he said is true all the same:

Governments as well as citizens need a free and enquiring press. With a volatile, pluralistic 
electorate, and a complex bureaucracy, a free press provides an indispensable feedback system 
from governed to the governing, from consumers to producers, from regions to the centre, 
and not least from one section of the bureaucracy to another.

In 1921, Henry Wickham Steed (1871–1956), a prominent journalist who had once 
edited The Times, told students:

There is today no institution in this country – if we except the Throne – of which the inde-
pendence is more vitally important than the independence of the Press. Governments dis-
like it, big financiers often hate it, snobs and sycophants loathe it, revolutionaries abhor it, 
but, when all is said, the independence of the Press is one of the few things that stand as a 
bulwark of public liberty and as a guarantee to the community against secret dealings to the 
public detriment. Neither the Church, nor Parliament, nor the public platform can vie with 
the Press as a guardian of the public weal.

Many MPs and bureaucrats would dispute that claim. They use the media when-
ever it suits them, and attack what they call its ‘pretensions’ when it does not. Their 
hatred, on occasion, goes to extremes. For some, the very name of Murdoch is enough 
to provoke ill-informed vitriol. By the very fact that he is successful and owns so many 
media outlets, these people see him as an evil barrier to a really free press.

The public, apart from the London chatterers, is usually uninterested and bored by 
disputes between journalists and politicians – after all, they have been going on for 
three hundred years. It is only when there is loud verbal warfare between the BBC 
or a newspaper and the Government, as in the case of David Kelly’s death and the  

subsequent Hutton Inquiry, that general public interest is aroused for more than a day. 
Readers and viewers often do not like what we do; and those who patronise the intel-
ligence of the people, believe they are frequently not ready to be told unpopular truths. 
C. P. Scott (1846–1932), whose words were treated as holy writ when he was editor of 
the Manchester Guardian from 1872 to 1929, was looked on as a ‘serious’ and ‘respon-
sible’ journalist. He once famously declared that “facts are sacred, comment is free.” 
Malcolm Muggeridge responded some years later that, after working for that paper 
with its very obvious agenda, he was sure it should be the other way round: “comment 
is sacred, facts are free.”

Scott believed it was the job of an editor to penetrate the psychology of the readers; 
to determine not just what they wanted, but also what they would stand for. On the 
other hand, George Orwell was certain that “liberty is the right to tell people what they 
do not want to hear … it is the liberals who fear liberty and the intellectuals who want 
to do dirt on the intellect.” He was writing about the reaction of publishers to Animal 
Farm. One had written suggesting that the choice of pigs as the ruling caste in the 
farmyard would give offence to many people, not least the Russians who were Britain’s 
war-time ally. Orwell had difficulty in getting his work published because “anyone 
who challenges the prevailing orthodoxy finds himself silenced.” These days, ‘politi-
cal correctness’ still influences many decisions taken by editors and publishers. Sadly, 
some are even beginning to be worried by that most subjective of concepts: ‘taste’.

One of the greatest reporters of the twentieth century was James Cameron, rig-
orously trained on the Dundee Courier. With lively scepticism and a brilliant pen, he 
challenged many of the prevailing orthodoxies of his time. As with all the best com-
mentators, his scepticism was positive and never spilled into negative cynicism. For 
example, he approached the missionary-musician, Dr Albert Schweitzer, generally re-
garded as a saint beyond criticism, with a reasonably open mind. The impression he 
got was of a patronising and basically racist man, whom he described as “a synthesis 
of Jesus Christ and Adolf Hitler.” One wonders what he would have made of Mother 
Teresa. Cameron was a foreign correspondent in the old style – heavy smoker, heavy 
drinker, and very hard worker, but never taking himself – as opposed to his work – too 
seriously. His reports were compulsive reading, particularly for those of us who knew 
we could never match his skill.

Sub-editors almost certainly watched his copy carefully for possible libels, and 
Cameron must have given the in-house newspaper lawyers some tricky moments. The 
threat of action for defamation has for centuries made publishers, if not always writers, 
cautious – and sometimes too cautious. The church courts had always considered that 
defamation was a sin. And from mediaeval times, the state saw slander and libel as an 
offence – both civil and criminal – and the royal courts acted accordingly. Newspapers, 
as their number and circulation grew, were always going to be a target for those seek-
ing to protect a reputation and many, many more seeking financial redress. It can some-
times be a very easy way for wide-boys in all sections of society to make some cash.

As Alan Watkins reported in his book, A Slight Case of Libel,2 by the end of the 1980s, 
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almost all libel cases went against newspapers – and the juries were likely to award 
enormous damages. This prejudice against journalists, and the feeling that newspa-
pers had huge resources and should be made to pay, spilled over into the courts. The 
Watkins case was a rare exception, and his book about the experience of being a defen-
dant should be read by anyone who is interested in continuing tensions between MPs 
and reporters.

Michael Meacher, in 1988 a little known Labour MP, felt his integrity had been im-
pugned by some observations of Watkins in The Observer. Meacher was angry that 
Watkins had challenged his assertions about his father’s working class origins. It was 
generally expected that Meacher would win and when Watkins displayed his consider-
able talents for witty repartee in the witness box (he had also been trained as a lawyer 
before entering the more honourable trade of journalism), one experienced observer 
whispered, “Every joke he makes adds £500 to the damages.” But because of the skill 
of the defence team, and because the Observer’s defence was so convincing, the jury 
found against Meacher and he had to pay the considerable costs of both sides.

Many MPs have been tempted to get money out of the newspapers – not by writing 
for them, but by suing. In 1957, three leading Labour luminaries, Aneurin Bevan, Rich-
ard Crossman (both MPs) and Morgan Phillips (the Party General Secretary) gained 
damages from the Spectator – and confirmation of their sobriety and industry when on 
Party business. None was noted for abstinence. An article by Jenny Nicholson, journal-
ist and daughter of the writer and poet, Robert Graves, suggested that over-indulgence 
had caused them to be less than regular in their attendance at sessions of a conference 
in Venice. Years later at a Private Eye function, Crossman admitted that they had com-
mitted perjury and, in the words of Auberon Waugh, who was one of the Eye’s lun-
cheon guests, they were “pissed as newts”.

Another high profile case took place a decade earlier when Professor Harold Laski, 
Chairman of the Labour Party, sued the Newark Advertiser and (his real target) the 
Daily Express. The former had reported (and the latter had also run the story) that, at a 
by-election meeting, Laski had advocated revolution through the use of violence. Even 
though the reporter had no note of the words, which had been supplied to the local pa-
per by the Tory agent, the jury found against Laski. His earlier writings were enough 
to convince them. The defence’s case would have been even stronger if it had been able 
to produce contemporaneous notes or record. Taking and keeping clear notes was one 
of the earliest lessons taught young journalists by tough old chief reporters, as being 
the surest defence against queries and threatened legal action. Evidence to the Hutton 
Inquiry would suggest that it is not always taught or learned nowadays.

MPs and others are still looking to the threat of libel actions and injunctions to re-
strict the media’s investigations; but the eventual fate of such public and self-righteous 
figures as Aitken and Archer may possibly act as a deterrent. The gaoling of those two 
characters certainly gave journalists a great deal of pleasure.

There is no case for complacency. The media must remain on its guard, particularly 
because of the recent increase in the number of ‘no win, no fee’ arrangements operating 
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in libel cases. If this should increase, it would truly be a blackmailers’ charter. Every 
rogue and chancer, as well as those actually defamed, would see the opportunity of 
making money. In libel cases, the onus of proof is reversed. The defendant is consid-
ered guilty until he has proved his or her innocence. As has been noted, a ‘not guilty’ 
verdict can be achieved, but only with a great amount of work and an outstanding 
barrister.

Many publishers, editors, and broadcasting chiefs must often ask themselves when 
they are first approached by lawyers representing the aggrieved, “Is it worth the costs 
and the valuable executive time involved?” They frequently decide to settle quickly 
and relatively cheaply, whatever the rights and wrongs.

In the early twenty-first century, editors are concerned about an issue of even more 
importance than the threat of libel actions – legislation to protect the right to privacy. 
Individuals, and not just celebrities, but also those who MPs patronisingly refer to as 
‘ordinary people’, are increasingly looking to such laws. With eager ‘no win no fee’ 
lawyers to help them, they are looking to those measures protecting confidentiality 
and data, as well as European human rights legislation, if they believe their privacy 
has been invaded. Some people think these are not enough safeguards: protection of 
an individual’s privacy should be guaranteed in common law.

Editors have to make decisions daily on whether reports of an individual’s private 
affairs are in the public interest. And how private is private? Politicians, pop icons, 
sports stars, and television personalities are usually only too willing to spin details of 
their lives and affairs into the media either directly or through their publicists. They 
are happy when such reports are ‘positive’; but if they are unflattering or inconvenient, 
the cry soon goes up ‘invasion of privacy’.

When the press errs – and some of the judgments against it are somewhat question-
able – the call is immediately repeated for legislation to protect privacy, as is the case 
in such countries as France and New Zealand. Some of the most vocal have as their 
not-so-hidden agenda further restrictions on the media. Today’s so-called statesmen 
have clearly forgotten the words of Thomas Jefferson to the German naturalist, Baron 
von Humboldt: “when a man assumes a public trust, he should consider himself public 
property.” Two hundred years ago, William Hazlitt knew just how much people, in-
cluding politicians, used the press for their own ends. He wrote:

It has been said that the test of fame or popularity is to consider the number of times your 
name is repeated by others or brought to their recollection in the course of a year. At this 
rate, a man has his reputation in his own hands and by the help of puffing and the press may 
forestall the voice of posterity and stun the groundling ear of his contemporaries.

My former headmaster, Sir James Darling, who was later Chairman of the Austra-
lian Broadcasting Commission, was no fan of journalists. He once wrote to me, “I be-
long to a past age when privacy was regarded as the highest right of an individual.” 
That was certainly the view of many Victorians. In The Pickwick Papers, Dickens has 
Mr Pott, the henpecked editor of the Eatanswill Gazette, say:
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the press is a mighty engine, Sir, but I trust that I have never abused the enormous power I 
wield. I trust that I have never pointed the noble instrument … against the sacred bosom of 
private life or the tender breast of individual reputation.

Of course, he did; but was not prepared to admit it. Nor did he hesitate to abuse his op-
position, the Eatanswill Independent, calling it “that false and scurrilous print.”

There are many, including journalists, who think we have abused our power. Among 
them was Hugh Cudlipp, the genius behind the Daily Mirror in its great days, who, in 
irascible old age, told a congregation at a memorial service in St Bride’s that we had 
witnessed the Dark Age of tabloid journalism. He said it was

the age when investigative journalism in the public interest shed its integrity and became 
intrusive journalism for the prurient, when nothing, however personal, was any longer  
secret or sacred and the basic right to privacy was banished in the interest of instant  
publishing profit.

This breast-beating has been shared in recent years by quite a few within the trade. 
Another Daily Mirror editor, Piers Morgan, told a meeting of national editors, in 2003, 
that journalism needs to lose its nasty streak and journalists their image of “sneering 
aggressive little animals.”*

But are journalists and publications any worse than they have been? A look at news-
papers over the past three hundred years would suggest that they are much the same 
and that their image has not changed. A much more superior view is taken by those 
that call themselves ‘serious’ papers. At the same editors’ meeting, Simon Kelner, edi-
tor of the Independent, blamed the tabloids, saying “the excesses of one sector have 
contaminated the public trust for all of us.” That is, to put it politely, self-delusion. 
The public’s view of all newspapers is what it always has been – unambiguously low. 
Perhaps we should follow the advice of the old Scotsman, quoted by E. M. Forster, who 
wanted “less chastity and more delicacy.”

Continuing distrust of the media makes it easier for those who would exert some 
legislative control to continue their efforts. Attempts to introduce privacy legislation 
will continue. Some look to the European Human Rights Act to defend privacy, but 
judges are mostly unwilling to get involved and prefer to use the law of confidentiality. 
There will still be those who would like to see the print media overseen by some statu-
tory body similar to Ofcom, which now controls broadcasting. The defence against 
this quiet attack on press freedom must be loud and effective.

As regards the print media, one of the methods is self-regulation with a code of con-
duct accepted by journalists and administered by them. The Press Complaints Com-
mission (PCC), successor to the old Press Council, has its critics, not least among sour 
former members, who think it is ‘toothless’ and thus ineffective. Some of its decisions 
may seem perverse – to both complainants and the newspapers themselves – but it does 
work, and has demonstrably had an effect on standards. The liberal authoritarians 

*Morgan’s right to pontificate could be questioned: in May 2004, he was sacked for publishing faked pic-
tures purporting to show British troops mistreating Iraqi prisoners of war.
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would give such a body powers to fine, to suspend publication, and some even suggest 
the licensing of journalists and newspapers. Many politicians who believe the state 
should supervise every activity for the public’s own good would welcome such a de-
velopment. The lawyers would love it for the money it would bring them through the 
argumentative delays in judgment.

The PCC, for all its faults, is transparent in its operation, works fast, and is easily 
available without cost to any complainant. If the suggested powers should be imposed, 
it would turn it into a very expensive bureaucratic nightmare. That would suit the 
bureaucrats.

Many newspaper organisations throughout the world, including in such countries 
as Bosnia, Sri Lanka and Kenya, where freedom can be a tender plant, are beginning 
to follow the route of self-regulation. They see a press council as being not just a way 
of improving and maintaining press standards, but also an effective bulwark against 
government interference and control. American journalists, it goes without saying, 
are noisily hostile, arguing that self-regulation is a danger to the purity of the First 
Amendment. After the 9/11 bombing of the World Trade Centre in New York, a number 
of commentators, alas, displayed an authoritarian and craven attitude towards those 
newspapermen who were not thought to be sufficiently gung-ho. Some journalists ac-
tually lost their jobs because they expressed doubts. Because of this, many admirers 
of United States journalism now have a few reservations when Americans preach to 
us about press freedom. It is difficult to take them seriously anymore – at least not as 
seriously as they take themselves.

In many ways, there has been a marked decline over the past half-century in any 
influence print journalists may have. Politicians do not like giving interviews or brief-
ings to the papers, and much prefer television. A political correspondent for a news-
paper has time, if he or she has done proper research and organised the questions, to 
expose a politician’s shortcomings. Whereas on television or radio, the constraints of 
the clock mean that what can be said is limited and is often just a sound-bite – and 
even these are getting shorter in news bulletins.

This is lucky for the politician for, as the great American journalist, Ed Murrow, said:

he is trained in the art of inexactitude. His words tend to be blunt or rounded, because if they 
have a cutting edge they may return later to wound him. He must choose between talking 
at length and precisely and probably boring his audience; or talking briefly and misleading 
the audience.

Politicians like broadcasting because they can seize on the sound-bites which probably 
have little substance; even the longer interviews rarely examine matters in depth.

There is, though, a danger for politicians in using television. They, of course, risk 
the danger of appearing on the screen. Most, and this includes a fair number of the 
people interviewing them, come over as having all the honesty and openness of rather 
seedy used car salesmen. It is equally true that the appearance on television of rather 
shifty-looking solicitors making statements on behalf of their clients has done nothing 
to improve the image of that profession.
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Politicians tend to exaggerate the influence of journalism. Whatever critics may 
say, no newspaper or broadcasting programme can actually reverse any trend in pub-
lic thinking. We can intelligently anticipate such a change. We can also get it terri-
bly wrong. This was demonstrated perfectly, in 1939, by Beaverbrook’s Daily Express 
when, trying to influence its readers in the direction of appeasement, it proclaimed, 
“There Will Be No War.” As we pontificate, we are inclined to take ourselves much too 
seriously. It should be remembered that the vast majority of people read, hear, watch 
the news one day – and forget it the next. It has been truly said that we journalists 
know just how powerless we in fact are. The impotence of the press is a secret we 
share. As Cameron once said, “one day they will find us out.” But even our relative lack 
of effective power should not deter us from continuing to warn the public when the 
actions of politicians, judges and officials threaten freedoms. It is the public, not the 
press, who will then act.

The Victorians formed their impression of journalists through reading such novel-
ists as Dickens and Trollope. For the past one hundred years, as the habit of reading 
declined, the public’s view of journalism has been much more influenced by what is 
seen at the cinema or on television. Journalists were usually (with some justification) 
portrayed in films as rather lightweight, almost inevitably as womanisers and on the 
verge of alcoholism. This stereotype fairly represented the general truth in earlier 
days. The play and original film version of the Front Page got it just about right in its 
portrayal of irresponsible, but at the same time highly professional, journalists.

‘All The President’s Men’, the film about the Watergate scandal, was an exception. 
As the author of The Drunken Journalist said, it “presents its reporters as heroes and 
their editors and colleagues as hard-working rather than hard-drinking, as workahol-
ics rather than alcoholics.” Most of the portrayals on British television of journalists 
and the working of newspapers are seen by practitioners as being unrealistic. An ex-
ception was ‘State of Play’, a political thriller shown in 2003. John Simm was totally 
believable as he played the down-to-earth, enterprising and cunning hack – at work, 
in the bar, and in bed.

Journalists are much the same as they have always been – many rackety and unreli-
able in their private lives – but, whatever their faults, they surely make an important 
contribution to society. Nedham, Mrs Manley, Defoe, Wilkes, Bate, Cobbett, North-
cliffe, and the rest were all in many ways deplorable people. But history would have 
been poorer, and freedoms less secure, without them. Sixty years ago, Robert Bruce 
Lockhart, diplomat, spy and journalist wrote:

Two of the greatest evils in British social life are venereal disease and the press. One of the 
reasons is that they cannot command the services of first class men. No young medical stu-
dent who has any hopes of success dreams of taking up venereal disease because there is a 
social stigma on pox doctors. For the same reason no decent man goes into journalism.

AIDS has proved him wrong about venereology, a specialisation that now attracts 
the best.
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I happen to think Bruce Lockhart was equally wrong about journalism. Many of the 
most talented and brightest young people are entering journalism today. Most of them 
are rather more serious, less eccentric, more sober and more respectable in the way 
they live, and certainly brighter than their predecessors. Perhaps it helps that they are 
much better paid! Nevertheless, if journalists are much the same as they have always 
been, so too does authority remain much the same as it has always been: at best, it does 
not think people have any more right to know what their government does or is plan-
ning today than it did in the past. And so today’s journalists are worthy successors of 
those down the years who have fought with the pen against authority.

1Watson, D., Death Sentence. The Decay of Public Language (Random House, 2003).
2Watkins, A., A Slight Case of Libel (Duckworth, 1990).
3As cited in Rayner, B. L., Life of Thomas Jefferson (Boston: Lilly, Wait, Colman and Holden, 1834), p. 356.
4Good, H., The Drunken Journalist: The Biography of a Film Stereotype (Scarecrow Press, 2000).
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Chipp’s Syllabub:
A Culinary Appendix

The following recipe for lemon syllabub  
was found in Chipp’s kitchen at 2, Wilton Court.

Lemon Syllabub was a favourite dish of Charles II and celebrated by Sir Henry Wotton 
(1568–1639):

Jane takes her neat rubb’d pail, and now
She trips to milk the sand-red cow;
Where, for some sturdy foot-ball swain,
Joan strokes a syllabub or twain.

[Wotton is best remembered for the classic utterance “vir bonus peregre missus ad 
mentiendum Reipublicae causa” (An Ambassador is “an honest man, sent to lie abroad 
for the good of his country”).]

1 pint of double cream
¼ lb sugar
¼ pint white wine
dash of brandy
juice of two lemons

Put these together and beat as fast as possible (very easy with a blender).
Pour into glass bowls and let stand for about five hours. Serves six.

David Chipp
April, 2002.

✴

Chipp’s Syllabub

Chipp’s syllabub – ‘the oldest English pudding’ – was often served as the pudding 
course when he entertained. The menu from one such luncheon given at 2, Wilton 

Court is reproduced below.

Le Déjeuner
Dimanche le 2 Février 2003
L’asperge au beurre fondu

✴

Potage à la Bonne Femme
✴

Le gigot d’agneau Anglais à la Française
(Entente Cordiale)

Les pommes de terre rôties, choux de Bruxelles, les oignons avec sauce Souhise,  
chou fleur

Sauce à la menthe, confitures groseilles
✴

Les Fromages Anglais
✴

Le Syllabub Chipp
avec ‘langue de chat’

✴

Le pudding aux pommes
✴

Les fruits d’été
✴

Le café
Thé camamile

³
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Geoffrey Brake’s rooms at Cambridge. Time about 5.30 on a summer’s afternoon.

The curtain rises on an undergraduate’s room – typically turn of the century when rooms 
were beginning to be built for comfort but only in a very small way. Left is the door to the 
passage and facing is the bedroom door. Right is a window seat with cushions to match 
the curtains – the late afternoon is streaming in and from the outside, the call of mallard 
shows that the room looks on to the river. Right too is a fireplace, tiled and with a gas fire 
recently fitted. On the right of the fireplace is a bookshelf, filled and overflowing with 
many books placed on top of others.

At the side of the fireplace is an armchair and across the room is a rather worn sofa and 
behind that is a small table. Tea things are scattered between the chair and sofa. The room 
is only fairly tidy and gives the impression of being infrequently dusted. On the walls are a 
couple of van Gogh reproductions, two rather amateurish originals and several groups.

Simon Craven is seated in the armchair pouring out the tea. He is a big young man with 
untidy hair. He is running to fat a little – not much but just enough to show that he does 
not take exercise. Well dressed but not smart he obviously is well looked after in the fi-
nancial world.

SIMON  (as the book falls to the floor) Blast … (he pours out his tea, swallows the scone  
 in one, lights up a cigarette, picks up his book and leans back in the chair)
Enter Geoffrey Brake in a dressing gown – his hair wet and tousled and a towel round his 
neck. He is young and good looking and about two years Simon’s junior. He always treats 
Simon with a great deal of deference and is obviously an admirer.

SIMON You’ve taken a long time. What on earth have you been doing? Are you  
 adding cleanliness to heartiness? The tea’s almost cold and I have  
 eaten five scones.
GEOFF You’re going to be a size soon, Simon. I wonder that your vanity doesn’t  
 make you do something about your waistline. You ought to go for early 
 morning runs with Rimmer. That would soon get that pot off you.  
 (Simon looks horrified and rubs his stomach) I hope that there’s some 
 tea left in the pot or have you finished that too? You know that lying in a 
 hot bath is one of my major vices and anyway we had a good chorus 
 there this afternoon. (Geoff disappears into the bedroom)

To the Dark House: 
A Dramatic Appendix

The following extract from Act I of David Chipp’s unpublished play,  
To the Dark House, was found amongst his papers.
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SIMON By the way, Claude has just been in with your mail. (he picks it off the floor)  
 Looks like a couple of bills and circulars–only one that looks interesting.  
 Woman’s writing.
GEOFF Open the bills please, Simon, and deal with them in the usual way.
SIMON  (opening the letters) Books do cost a lot these days … Geoff, have you been  
 having a party behind my back? You’ve spent too much on drink this  
 term … Nasty official note asking you for the last time to pay last term’s 
 bill … Invitation from James and Bill to a cocktail party, I wonder why  
 they  haven’t invited me … mustn’t miss that. Why haven’t they invited  
 me, Geoff? (he has been crushing each letter in turn and throwing them into  
 the fireplace)
GEOFF (coming to the door and tying his tie) I haven’t the slightest idea. Perhaps  
 you have offended them. Did you ask them to your party?
SIMON No, I don’t think I did; but I expect they came.
GEOFF Are there any more letters for me?
SIMON Well there is still this one from the mystery woman.
GEOFF (appears combing his hair) Oh yes. I wonder who it can be from. (he takes  
 the letter and looks it over but does not open it) Simon, will you clear up  
 a bit while I finish dressing, otherwise the place will look in a frightful  
 mess when my parents arrive. I wish I could think what is making them  
 rush down here like this. It’s not like Father to send a telegram and come  
 here just to see me.
SIMON Perhaps the College authorities have asked him to pay your bill. He is 
 probably arriving with a chequebook or a horsewhip.
GEOFF My God, I hadn’t thought of that. He did tell me I was spending too much 
  last vac. (he goes into the bedroom still looking at the letter) Simon starts  
rather half-heartedly, to clear up the tea things and make the room look a little tidier.
SIMON Well, anyway, you will get bills paid at the price of a parental rocket 
 which is something …
Geoff enters, looking very white and sits down in the armchair.
SIMON What on earth has struck you, Geoff? You look as if you are going to pass out  
 at any moment. Was there something wrong with the scone you had? I feel  
 perfectly fit after five.
GEOFF Simon, I’m in a hell of a jam. You remember Sandra?
SIMON You mean Rimmer’s friend who you took dancing a few weeks ago? Yes,  
 I remember her slightly.
GEOFF Well she is going to have a baby.
SIMON But how splendid.
GEOFF Yes, but I happen to be the father, and I don’t feel very splendid.
SIMON My dear Geoffrey, how tremendously exciting. You will be able to dine 
 out on this story for weeks. It will make you the most interesting  
 person in college. Everyone will be talking about you.

GEOFF It’s all very well for you to go on like that Simon, but this is a time  
 when I can’t appreciate the joke. I feel terrible. Oh God, what on earth 
 am I to do? What am I going to say to everybody?
SIMON No matter what you say to everybody, it has been done before and there  
 is nothing to be ashamed of.
GEOFF It’s all right for you, Simon, to talk like that, but you don’t have to do  
 anything about it.
SIMON Well, what are you going to do about it anyway?
GEOFF If the authorities get to hear of it, I suppose I shall be sent down and then 
 I shall have to start looking for a job.
SIMON But it is incredible that you, the youngest of our crowd and the only one  
 who has not been in the forces, should be the first to flaunt convention 
 like this.
GEOFF Oh shut up, Simon, and stop acting for a moment. You can’t know how I  
 feel. You can have plenty of courage about this sort of thing when talk 
 ing about it, but I don’t feel so good now. If only I hadn’t felt so much  
 younger than the rest of you, I should never have done it, but I didn’t  
 want to be the only one who had never been to bed with a girl.
SIMON (who is natural for a moment) You are probably the only one who has. There  
 is a lot of talk, but it is mostly talk. Did we take you in as much as all that,  
 poor old Geoffrey?
GEOFF (furious) That’s it – poor old Geoffrey? Well I suppose I should be pitied 
 while I look so young. But I have done the deed and now I could kick 
 myself. I felt very big afterwards, but now she is going to have a child. 
 Why do I have to be the unlucky one? I feel anything but the proud  
 expectant father.
SIMON My dear Geoffrey, you have two alternatives. You can either brazen it out,  
 be proud about it and keep a mistress – not a very terrible thing and you  
 can send the child to a home. Or if you’re worried by conscience, you will  
 just have to get married quickly and make yourself, Sandra, and the  
 infant respectable. The last is not the course that I should recommend.
GEOFF You are quite cold blooded about it, aren’t you, Simon?
SIMON Of course I am; beneath my artistic exterior, I have a very practical  
 nature. One has to have, Geoffrey, as you will learn, for if life was 
 completely unordered, as  you seem to think it is, it would be completely 
 intolerable. You are content to sit here and mope but you must do 
 something or else you will be in an even worse jam.
GEOFF My God, Simon, I didn’t realize that you were such a prig or such a good  
 preacher. This is very different from your usual attitude. I was a fool not  
 to see that it wasn’t genuine.
SIMON Yes, quite a give away isn’t it, but the other attitude is much more  
 interesting, that is why I always act. Besides, now I have quite a  
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 reputation to keep up, especially with your athletic friends, and I  
 would hate to disappoint them and deprive them of their main, and  
 perhaps only, source of conversation. You see, Geoffrey, I feel just the  
 slightest bit guilty about you.
GEOFF Well you needn’t, Simon. I can look after myself all right.
A knock … enter Oliver Rimmer, a healthy looking young Englishman. Well built and an 
easy light gait. He looks rather annoyed at seeing Simon.
OLIVER Hullo, Geoff. Evening, Craven.
SIMON Well, dear Geoffrey, I must go. Let me know if I can be of any help and  
 don’t be too annoyed with me. By the way, can I have my Proust back?
He and Geoff look for it. Geoff hands it to Simon.
SIMON Thanks. Bye-bye. EXIT
OLIVER God, I dislike that chap. Proust indeed … posing again. He even poses  
 when he is on the cricket field, a rare enough occasion as it is. One of  
 your least nice friends, Geoff. Only a fairly nice man, I’m afraid.
GEOFF Oh, he is not too bad, Oliver; you have the athlete’s natural dislike and  
 suspicion of the aesthete. Simon may appear rather frightful, but behind  
 all the pose there is a good brain – and besides, he did play at Lord’s, you  
 know, and that should commend him to your cult.
OLIVER What did he mean by his last remark? Is he becoming your father 
 confessor or something?
GEOFF I suppose you could call him that, but not through choice. He just  
 happened to be here when I had some bad news and so I discussed it  
 with him.
OLIVER Can I help in any way? I’m not much good on the intellectual side, but I  
 might be some use.
GEOFF Well, I suppose you are bound to hear in time, so I might just as well tell  
 you. I’ve put Sandra in the family way.
OLIVER Oh.
GEOFF Shocked? Or just so surprised that you can’t speak?
OLIVER Well she is very attractive. I can understand your taste, but it doesn’t  
 seem very like you, Geoff.
GEOFF I just wanted to be a big boy.
OLIVER We shall have to think of something. Have you told your parents yet?
GEOFF So that’s why they are coming down. And I suppose her mother will  
 be down with an enormous shotgun at any moment. (to Oliver) No, I  
 haven’t told them, but I think that they must know for I had a  
 telegram saying they were coming down from Town to see me this  
 evening. I expect they will be here quite soon.
OLIVER What are you going to tell them? I must say that I should flunk that  
 interview if I were you.
GEOFF I just can’t think what to say – it’s an awful thought. I know that they  

 will waver between anger and sorrow and the family honour will be  
 lurking somewhere in the background – besmirched. And they will  
 rattle the bones of the skeleton that hasn’t even the decency to hide  
 itself in a cupboard.
OLIVER I wish I could stay and help you through it, Geoff, but I rather fancy  
 that my presence would be disliked.
GEOFF Thanks very much all the same, Oliver, but I shall have to face this one.  
 Anyway, my Mother will probably give me a little moral support while  
 my Father damns my morals and gives me up for lost. I am afraid that  
 the prodigal son stuff just wouldn’t work with Dad – he’s not that sort.  
 He will be very righteous and colossally angry, I’m afraid. Thank God, I  
 am too old to be beaten.
OLIVER Well, anyway, come round for a drink tonight and tell me all about it. No  
 one else – just the two of us. Well, don’t let it get you down – worse 
 things happen at sea – or at least as bad.
GEOFF Thank you, Oliver. I’ll try to get up but I don’t promise. Cheerio.
OLIVER So long. EXIT
Geoffrey sits down, tries to read – gets up and fiddles about obviously frightened and  
upset. A knock at the door and Geoffrey starts. Before he can answer, Simon enters.
SIMON Come and have a drink tonight, Geoffrey. I shall be out late, but come  
 up about midnight, and we can have a chat. Glad to see that Rimmer has 
 gone. I don’t think I like him very much. He’s so English and decent.  
 And, God, he’s so hearty. Do come tonight.
GEOFF All right. (he hasn’t paid much attention to what Simon has been talking about.) 
EXIT SIMON
Geoffrey wanders up and down – look out of the window and then goes into the bedroom.
A moment later, Mr and Mrs Brake enter. They are rather an ordinary upper middle-class 
couple. He in a dark suit with a bowler – obviously something in the City. She is well – 
but not very expensively – dressed. He is, and looks, very annoyed – she is much more  
composed. They know their way around and she crosses to the sofa and sits down.
MRS BRAKE I wonder where he is?
MR BRAKE I expect he is down at the river. Geoffrey enters Ah, Geoffrey, there you  
 are. There is a long and rather embarrassed silence while Geoffrey goes  
 over and kisses his Mother.
GEOFF Hullo, Mother. How are you, Dad?
Mr Brake takes up a typically paternal position in front of the fire, while Geoffrey  
fidgets from foot to foot.
MR BRAKE Well, I expect you have guessed why we have come. We had better get  
 it over straight away. It’s no use standing here in silence and waiting  
 for each other to say something.
GEOFF I suppose it’s no use saying that I am sorry.
MR BRAKE You’ve been a fool, Geoffrey. I just can’t understand it. I thought that you  
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 had some decency. You’ve let us all down and what is worse, you have let  
 yourself down. You probably can’t guess what a shock it has been to your  
 Mother and me.
GEOFF It was rather a shock to me too, Dad.
MR BRAKE Only because it has put you in an awkward position you are very sorry  
 for yourself. Perhaps it hasn’t ocurred to you that it is the fact that you 
 have lived such a life that worries us. Where have we failed and why  
 have you done such a thing? All I hope is that you don’t think it is a  
 clever thing to have done. I am sorry now that I bothered to send you  
 here. I would have done much better to have taken you into the office as  
 soon as you left school.
GEOFF It’s no use going on like that. It doesn’t help a bit just because you didn’t  
 come to the University. I know that I have been a damn fool, but just the  
 same thing might have happened if I had stayed in London.
MR BRAKE Well, we’ve decided that you must leave Cambridge at the end of term. 
 I know that it means that you will not get a degree, but that is not  
 important. You can start work in my office and we will see if we  
 can find you a little flat somewhere.
GEOFF That’s very kind of you, Father, I suppose I shall have to leave this place. 
 I don’t want to, but the authorities will probably be sticky. It will be  
 strange to have to work in an office.
MR BRAKE It will be very good for you. Of course, you will have to go very steadily at  
 first, for you won’t get much of a salary and you will have a wife to support. 
GEOFF A wife? (horrified) So you have decided that I shall get married.
MR BRAKE Of course.
GEOFF Has it occurred to you that I may not love her. I don’t want to marry  
 her. In fact, I have decided that it would only lead to a great deal of  
 unhappiness. Besides I can think of nothing worse than getting married 
 just now.
MR BRAKE There is no alternative. It’s a bit late to think of things like love now. 
 You have got her into trouble and now you will behave like a gentle 
 man. At least hope you still have some traces of your upbringing left.
GEOFF But why, Father? You don’t seem to realize that it was just as much her  
 fault. She was eager. Must I pay because she was foolish too? It will be  
 no worry to her to be married. I expect it is what she wants. She knew  
 the risk she was taking.
MR BRAKE I just can’t understand you, Geoffrey. Do you mean to say that you went to 
 bed with her in cold blood? Just as you might have done with any whore? 
GEOFF I expect that I was a little tight.
MR BRAKE (he is now very angry) Now listen to me, Geoffrey. I have been very patient  
 with you. I will …
GEOFF But …

MR BRAKE No, don’t interrupt me. You can marry this girl or else you can fend for  
 yourself. I can tell you that that won’t be easy. No one wants a young man  
 without a degree and with no training. If you have the slightest shred 
 of decency, you will marry her and try to make a happy life out of this  
 mess that you have got us all into. Remember, if you don’t marry her,  
 you will still have to pay a large maintenance allowance and that won’t  
 be easy.
GEOFF (furious) You can’t blackmail me like that. No, no, of course I won’t marry 
  her now that you have threatened me.
MR BRAKE (quite calmly) All right then. I am going round to see Jamieson. You can  
 find me there if you change your mind.
MRS BRAKE (who has sat quietly and listened to all this) I will join you in a few  
 minutes, Jim.
MR BRAKE All right. EXIT
MRS BRAKE Come and sit next to me, Geoffrey. (He moves over) Oh Geoff, why 
 did you have to do this? Your Father is angry with you and I am  
 just disappointed. We had planned such wonderful things for you and  
 now this has happened. You do realize how we feel? What made you 
 do it, Geoffrey – you were always so honest about everything before?
GEOFF I just don’t know, Mother. God knows that I have been regretting it  
 ever since.
MRS BRAKE Even before you knew that she was expecting a child?
GEOFF Yes, I think so, though admittedly that made everything so much worse. 
 I can’t explain what made me do it, Mother – I suppose that I just got 
 out of control. You can’t explain the passion and the desire. It all  
 seemed so natural at the time. Neither of us thought it was very wrong.
MRS BRAKE But as you weren’t in love, it was just lust and nothing else?
GEOFF Yes.
MRS BRAKE It’s impossible to think of these feelings in you, Geoffrey. A mother al 
 ways thinks of her son as the ideal – almost perfect. Every flaw, every bit  
 of  knowledge about him – things that would seem normal in other  
 young men – hurts her. When you have a son you will … (She breaks off)
GEOFF That may be quite soon.
MRS BRAKE I didn’t mean it like that. I didn’t mean to be cruel, Geoff.
GEOFF Of course not, Mother.
MRS BRAKE Do you remember when you were a little boy, I used to ask you to do  
 something ‘for my sake’. Well, for my sake, make the best of this and  
 marry her. For your own good, for her good, but most of all for your  
 unborn child. Remember it won’t be very nice for it to grow up a  
 bastard – there will be the feeling of shame, be the feeling of fear about  
 what its father was. A drunkard, diseased or mental? Please, Geoff. Think 
 it over again.
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GEOFF All right, Mother, but do realize my point of view. Think of what I shall lose  
 by getting married. Many of my friends will regard me as lost. My life will  
 be restricted and, at twenty, I shall have to settle down to a life of domestic  
 bliss and security. Not a very happy prospect. I shall have to leave the  
 University a year earlier than I intended. And the worst is that I have the  
 prospect of another forty years in close contact with someone I don’t love  
 – I like her, but that isn’t enough – we should get tired of one another  
 quite soon. It’s all rather frightening.
MRS BRAKE Geoffrey, I had never meant to tell you this, but I think that now  
 perhaps I should. It might help. Your sister might well have been  
 illegitimate, but your Father and I decided to get married. We weren’t 
 very much in love.

CURTAIN

Chipp’s Commonplace Book

Chipp’s Commonplace Book:
A Literary Appendix

To illustrate the obscure monuments of the life and death of each individual would 
prove a laborious task, alike barren of instruction and amusement.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

All mankinde is of one Author, and is one volume; when one Man dies, one Chapter 
is not torne out of the booke, but translated into a better language; and every Chapter 
must be so translated; God emploies several translators; some peeces are translated by 
age, some by sicknesse, some by warre, some by justice; but Gods hand is in every trans-
lation; and his hand shall binde up all our scattered leaves againe, for that Librarie 
where every booke shall lie open to one another. When a bell rings to a Sermon, it calls 
not upon the Preacher onely, but upon the Congregation to come; so that Bell calls us 
all and doth toll for him that thinkes it doth. Yet who bends not his eare to any bell, 
which upon any occasion rings? And who can remove it from that bell, which is pass-
ing a peece of himselfe out of this world?

No man is an Iland, intire of it self; every man is a peece of the Continent, a part of 
the maine; if a Clod bee washed away by the Sea, Europe is the lesse, as well as if a Pro-
montorie were, as well as if a Mannor of thy friends or of thine owne were; any mans 
death diminishes me, because I am involved in Mankinde; And therefore never send to 
know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls for thee.

John Donne

✴

Little more than the crimes, follies and misfortunes of mankind.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

Her virtues were too numerous to describe and not sufficiently interesting to  
deserve description.

Trollope, of Miss (Monica) Thirne

✴

I regard you with an indifference closely bordering on aversion.

Robert Louis Stevenson
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All those creeping things that riot in the decay of noble natures hastened to their 
repast. It is not every day that the savage envy of aspiring dunces is gratified by the 
agonies of such a spirit and the degradation of such a name.

Macaulay, on the downfall of Byron

✴

His zeal prevails over his veracity …
[he] celebrated with insolent triumph and riotous intemperance …
disappointed the mischievous designs of private malice and superstitious zeal …

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, on Cyprian

✴

Barely perched on the outer rim of the hub of respectability.

Robert Lowell’s mother, on Pinckney St Boston

✴

Benign neglect

Daniel Moynihan

✴

But it Is always easy, as well as agreeable, for the inferior ranks of mankind to claim 
a merit from the contempt of that pomp and pleasure, which fortune has placed  
beyond their reach.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, description of seedy Rome

✴

Soaring banalities

✴

Magnificently unprepared for the long littleness of life.

Frances Cornford

✴

But one may say that where he erres, he erres so ingeniously, that one had rather erre 
with him than hitt the mark with Clavius.

John Aubrey

✴

Her kindness is not sympathy; her good nature is not tenderness. All she wants is 
gossip … [Marianne on Mrs Jennings]

A person and face of strong, natural insignificance, though adorned in the first style 
of fashion …

There was a kind of coldhearted selfishness on both sides, which mutually attracted 
them; and they sympathized with each other in an insipid propriety of demeanour, 

and a general wanting of understanding. [Mrs Dashwood and Lady Middleton]

Their company was in fact as little valued, as it was professedly sought.

Sense and Sensibility

✴

Talking, talking, talking – as if everything could be talked – the soul itself slipped 
through the lips in young men’s minds like silver discs which dissolve in young men’s 
minds like silver, like the moonlight. On far away they remembered it, and deep in 
dullness gaze back on it and come to refresh themselves once again.

Woolf, on the Apostles

✴

Bloomsbury put an immature valuation of life masquerading under the air of de-
tached irony, a ruthless sacrifice of truth for literary purpose, and a puny irresponsible 
assertion of personal prejudices over serious sociological scrutiny.

Holroyd

✴

The welding of scientific observation with imaginative art – which is biography.

Gittings

✴

To strachey, biographies were less rigorous and austere instruments of truth-telling 
than nice proportioned entertainments, vehicles of the dissemination of certain as-
pects of the truth.

Holroyd

✴

Could I see the same thing done of any man long since dead it would be a great  
delight as to know the position Shakespeare sat when he began “to be or not to be”.

keats

✴

I would the gods had nothing else to do
But to confirm my curses!
Why, then we shall have a stirring world again. This peace is nothing, but to rust 
iron, increase tailors, and breed ballad-makers.
– Let me have war, say I; it exceeds peace as far as day does night; it is spritely, waking, 
audible, and full of vent. Peace is a very apoplexy, lethargy; mull’d, deaf, sleepy, insensible 
a getter of more bastard children than war’s a destroyer of men.
– ’Tis so: and as war, in some sort, may be said to be a ravisher, so it cannot be denied 
but peace is a great maker of cuckolds.

Chipp’s Commonplace Book
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– Ay, and it makes men less need one another. 
– Reason; because they then less need one another.

He that hath a will to die by himself fears it not from another

Coriolanus

✴

’Tis time of plague when madmen lead the blind

King Lear

✴

O, ’tis a parlous boy;
Bold, quick, ingenious, forward, capable
He is all the mother’s, from top to toe …

He is not lulling on a lewd love-bed …

Hell’s black intelligencer …

Shame serves thy life and doth thy death attend …

Richard III

✴

 All the world’s a stage,
And all the men and women merely players:
They have their exits and their entrances;
And one man in his time plays many parts,
His acts being seven ages. At first the infant,
Mewling and puking in the nurse’s arms.
And then the whining school-boy, with his satchel
And shining morning face, creeping like snail
Unwillingly to school. And then the lover,
Sighing like furnace, with a woeful ballad
Made to his mistress’ eyebrow. Then a soldier,
Full of strange oaths and bearded like the pard,
Jealous in honour, sudden and quick in quarrel,
Seeking the bubble reputation
Even in the cannon’s mouth. And then the justice,
In fair round belly with good capon lined,
With eyes severe and beard of formal cut,
Full of wise saws and modern instances;
And so he plays his part. The sixth age shifts
Into the lean and slipper’d pantaloon,
With spectacles on nose and pouch on side,
His youthful hose, well saved, a world too wide

For his shrunk shank; and his big manly voice,
Turning again toward childish treble, pipes
And whistles in his sound. Last scene of all,
That ends this strange eventful history,
Is second childishness and mere oblivion,
Sans teeth, sans eyes, sans taste, sans everything.

As You Like It

✴

If we shadows have offended,
Think but this, and all is mended,
That you have but slumbered here,
While these visions did appear,
And this weak and idle theme,
No more yielding than a dream,
Gentles do not reprehend:
If you pardon, we will mend.
Give me your hands, if we be friends,
And Robin shall restore amends.

A Midsummer Night’s Dream

✴

You won’t catch me wasting my time reading.

W. G. Grace

✴

To me a book which is not amusing wants the highest of all recommendations.

Macaulay

✴

[Those literary people] have no respect for the wisdom of others; but they pay it off by 
a very full measure of confidence in their own.

Burke

✴

Nothing ever remains the same, with the possible exception of avant-garde theatre.

Gore Vidal

✴

Terese Titiens, singing in Weber’s Oberon in Dublin in 1868, after Ocean thou 
Mighty Monster fifteen minutes applause only stopped when a piano pushed on by 
Oberon and five demons for her to sing The Last Rose of Summer.

George Bernard Shaw

Chipp’s Commonplace Book
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✴

I was a modest, good-humoured boy. It was Oxford that made me insufferable.

Max Beerbohm

✴

The warmth of the climate disposes both the mind and the body to indolent and con-
templative devotion.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

You must not think me necessarily foolish because I am facetious nor will I consider 
you necessarily wise because you are grave.

Revd Sydney Smith, to Bishop Blomfield, 1840

✴

Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?
Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

T. S. Eliot

✴

Truth can be lethal – human life thrives on healthy illusion.

✴

The cruelist lies are often told in silence.

Robert Louis Stevenson

✴

He told the truth, mainly. There were things that he stretched, but mainly he told 
the truth.

Huck Finn, comment on Mark Twain

✴

Always do right! This will gratify some people and astonish the rest!

Mark Twain

✴

We are saved by hope.

Romans, VIII.24

✴

Then said he, I am going to my Father’s, and though with great difficulty I am got 
hither, yet now I do not repent me of all the Trouble I have been at to arrive where I 
am. My Sword I give to him that shall succeed me in my Pilgrimage, my Courage and 

Skill to him that can get it. My Marks and Scars I carry with me, to be a witness for me 
that I have fought His Battles who now will be my Rewarder … So he passed over, and 
all the Trumpets sounded for him on the other side.

John Bunyan

✴

Quando corpus morietur,

Fac ut animae donetur
Paradisi Gloria.
When the body dies,
Let the soul come
To the glory of Paradise.

Stabat Mater

✴

Be not weary in well doing.

Galatians, VI.9 
2 Thessalonians, III.13

✴

The sons of Mary seldom bother, for they have inherited that good part;
But the Sons of Martha favour their Mother of the careful soul and the troubled heart.
But because she lost her temper once, and because she was rude to the Lord 

her Guest,
Her Sons must wait upon Mary’s Sons, world without end, reprieve, or rest.
It is their care in all the ages to take the buffet and cushion the shock.
It is their care that the gear engages; it is their care that the switches lock.
It is their care that the wheels run truly; it is their care to embark and entrain,
Tally, transport, and deliver duly the Sons of Mary by land and main.
They say to the mountains, “Be ye removed.” They say to the lesser floods, “Be dry.”
Under their rods are the rocks reproved – they are not afraid of that which is high
Then do the hill-tops shake to the summit – then is the bed of the deep laid bare,
That the Sons of Mary may overcome it, pleasantly sleeping and unaware.
They finger death at their gloves’ end where they piece and repiece the living wires.
He rears against the gates they tend: they feed him hungry behind their fires.
Early at dawn, ere men see clear, they stumble into his terrible stall,
And hale him forth like a haltered steer, and goad and turn him til evenfall.
To these from birth is Belief forbidden; from these til death is Relief afar
They are concerned with matters hidden – under the earth-line their altars are –
The secret fountains to follow up, waters withdrawn to restore to the mouth
And gather the floods as in a cup, and pour them again at a city’s drouth.
They do not preach that their God will arouse them a little before the nuts work loose.
They do not teach that His Pity allows them to drop their job when they

dam’-well choose.

Chipp’s Commonplace Book



APPENDICES292 | 293|

As in the thronged and lighted ways, so in the dark and the desert they stand,
Wary and watchful all their days that their brethren’s days may be long in the land.
Raise ye the stone or cleave the wood to make a path more fair or flat –
Lo, it is black already with blood some Son of Martha spilled for that!
Not as a ladder from earth to Heaven, not as a witness to any creed,
But simple service simply given to his own kind in their common need.
And the Sons of Mary smile and are blessed – they know the Angels are on their side.
They know that is them is the Grace confessed, and for them are the Mercies multiplied
They sit at the Feet – they hear the Word – they see how truly the Promise runs.
They have cast their burden upon the Lord, and – the Lord He lays it on Martha’s Sons!

kipling

✴

The careless glance which men of wit and learning condescend to cast on the Chris-
tian revelation served only to confirm their hasty opinion, and to persuade them that 
the principle, which they might have revered, of the divine unity, was defaced by the 
wild speculations, of the new sectaries.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

Of the three popes, John XXIII was the first victim. He fled and was brought back a 
prisoner. The most scandalous charges were suppressed, the Vicar of Christ was only 
accused of piracy, murder, rape, sodomy and incest. And after subscribing his own 
condemnation he expiated in prison the imprudence of trusting his person to a free 
city beyond the Alps.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

Our curiosity is naturally prompted to enquire by what means the Christian faith 
obtained so remarkable a victory over the established religions of the earth. To this 
enquiry, an obvious but satisfactory answer may be returned: that it was to the con-
vincing evidence of the doctrine itself, and to the ruling providence of its great author. 
But as truth and reason seldom find so favourable a reception in the world and as the 
wisdom of providence frequently condescends to use the passions of the human heart, 
and the general circumstances of mankind, as instruments to execute its purpose; 
we may still be permitted, though with becoming submission, to ask indeed not what 
were the first but what were the second causes of the rapid growth of the Christian 
church. It will, perhaps, appear that it was most effectively favoured and assisted by 
the following five causes:

1. The inflexibility, and, if we may use the expression, intolerant zeal of the Christians;
2. The doctrine of a future life, improved by every circumstance which could give  
 weight and efficacy to that important truth;

3. The miraculous powers ascribed to the primitive church;

4. The pure and austere morals of the Christians;

5. The union and discipline of the Christian republic, which gradually formed an  
 independent and increasing state in the heart of the Roman Empire.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

Their only misfortune was their connection with Christians, and their only crime the 
imitation of their manners.

obed Macy, 1889, on the fate of the Nantucket Indians

✴

Fish (fly-replete, in depth of June,
Dawdling away their wat’ry noon)
Ponder deep wisdom, dark or clear,
Each secret fishy hope or fear.
Fish say, they have their Stream and Pond;
But is there anything Beyond?
This life cannot be All, they swear,
For how unpleasant, if it were!
One may not doubt that, somehow, Good
Shall come of Water and of Mud;
And, sure, the reverent eye must see
A Purpose in Liquidity.
We darkly know, by Faith we cry,
The future is not Wholly Dry.
Mud unto mud! – Death eddies near –
Not here the appointed End, not here!
But somewhere, beyond Space and Time,
Is wetter water, slimier slime!
And there (they trust) there swimmeth One
Who swam ere rivers were begun,
Immense, of fishy form and mind,
Squamous, omnipotent, and kind;
And under that Almighty Fin,
The littlest fish may enter in.
Oh! never fly conceals a hook,
Fish say, in the Eternal Brook,
But more than mundane weeds are there,
And mud, celestially fair;
Fat caterpillars drift around,
And Paradisal grubs are found;
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Unfading moths, immortal flies,
And the worm that never dies.
And in that Heaven of all their wish,
There shall be no more land, say fish.

Rupert Brooke, ‘Heaven’

✴

Yes, I remember Adlestrop –
The name, because one afternoon
Of heat, the express-train drew up there
Unwontedly. It was late June.
The Steam hissed. Someone cleared his throat.
No one left and no one came
On the bare platform. What I saw
Was Adlestrop – only the name.
And willows, willow-herb and grass,
And meadowsweet, and haycocks dry,
No whit less still and lonely fair
Than the high cloudlets in the sky.
And for that minute a blackbird sang
Close by, and round him, mistier,
Farther and farther, all the birds
Of Oxfordshire and Gloucestershire.

Edward Thomas (b. 1878; killed at Arras, 1917)

✴

Enjoy the present smiling hour;
And put it out of Fortunes pow’r:

The tide of bus’ness, like the running stream,
Is sometimes high, and sometimes low,

A quiet ebb, or a tempestuous flow,
And always in extream.

Now with a noiseless gentle course
It keeps within the middle bed;
Anon it lifts aloft the head,

And bears down all before it with impetuous force:
And trunks of Trees come rowling down,
Sheep and their Folds together drown:

Both House and Homested into Seas are borne;
And Rocks are from their old foundations torn,

And woods, made thin with winds, their scatter’d honours mourn.

Happy the Man, and happy he alone,
He, who can call to day his own:
He, who secure within, can say,

To morrow do thy worst, for I have liv’d to-day.
Be fair, or foul, or rain, or shine.

The joys I have possest, in spight of fate, are mine.
Not Heav’n itself upon the past has pow’r;

But what has been, has been, and I have had my hour.

Horace, translation by John Dryden

✴

Others are brave, out of ignorance, and when they stop to think they begin to fear. 
But he who can most truly be accounted brave is he who best knows the meaning  
of what is sweet in life and of what is terrible, and then goes out undaunted to meet 
what comes.

Pericles

✴

That man is a success who has lived well, laughed often and loved much; who has 
filled his niche and accomplished his task; who leaves the world better than he found 
it; who looked for the best in others and gave the best he had; his memory is an ever-
lasting benediction.

Robert Louis Stevenson

✴

And did you get what
You wanted from this life, even so?
I did.
And what did you want?
To call myself beloved, to feel myself
Beloved on the earth.

Raymond Carver, Late Fragment

✴

My love is of a birth as rare
As ’tis, for object, strange and high;

It was begotten by Despair,
Upon Impossibility.

Magnanimous Despair alone
Could show me so divine a thing,

Where feeble hope could ne’er have flown,
But vainly flapped its tinsel wing.

And yet I quickly might arrive
Where my extended soul is fixed;

But Fate does iron wedges drive,
And always crowds itself betwixt.
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For Fate with jealous eye does see
Two perfect loves, nor lets them close;

Their union would her ruin be,
And her tyrannic power depose.

And therefore her decrees of steel
Us as the distant poles have placed,

(Though Love’s whole world on us doth wheel),
Not by themselves to be embraced,

Unless the giddy heaven fall,
And earth some new convulsion tear.

And, us to join, the world should all
Be cramp’d into a planisphere.

As lines, so loves oblique, may well
Themselves in every angle greet:

But ours, so truly parallel,
Though infinite, can never meet.

Therefore the love which us doth bind,
But Fate so enviously debars,

Is the conjunction of the mind,
And opposition of the stars.

Andrew Marvell

✴

“What is the real?” asked the Rabbit one day, when they were lying side by side near 
the nursery fender.
 “Real isn’t how you are made,” said the Skin Horse. “It’s a thing that happens to you. 
When someone loves you for a long, long time, not just to play with, but REALLY loves 
you, then you become Real.”
 “Does it hurt?” asked the Rabbit.
 “Sometimes,” said the Skin Horse, for he was always truthful. “When you are Real 
you don’t mind being hurt.”
 “Does it happen all at once, like being wound up,” he asked, “or bit by bit?”
 “It doesn’t happen all at once,” said the Skin Horse. “You become. It takes a long 
time. That’s why it doesn’t often happen to people who break easily, or have sharp 
edges, or who have to be carefully kept. Generally, by the time you are Real, most of 
your hair has been loved off, and your eyes drop out and you get loose in your joints 
and very shabby. But these things don’t matter at all, because once you are Real you 
can’t be ugly, except to people who don’t understand.”
 “I suppose you are Real?” said the Rabbit. And then he wished he had not said it, for 
he thought the Skin Horse might be sensitive. But the Skin Horse only smiled.

 “Someone made me Real,” he said. “That was a great many years ago; but once you 
are Real you can’t become unreal again. It lasts for always.”

Margery Williams, The Velveteen Rabbit

✴

Some say love’s a little boy,
And some say it’s a bird,
Some say it makes the world go around,
And some say that’s absurd,
And when I asked the man next-door,
Who looked as if he knew,
His wife got very cross indeed,
And said it wouldn’t do.

Does it look like a pair of pajamas,
Or the ham in a temperance hotel?
Does its odour remind one of llamas,
Or has it a comforting smell?
Is it prickly to touch as a hedge is,
Or soft as eiderdown fluff?
Is it sharp or quite smooth at the edges?
O tell me the truth about love.

Our history books refer to it
In cryptic little notes,
It’s quite a common topic on
The Transatlantic boats;
I’ve found the subject mentioned in
Accounts of suicides,
And even seen it scribbled on
The backs of railway guides.

When it comes, will it come without warning
Just as I’m picking my nose?
Will it knock on my door in the morning,
Or tread in the bus on my toes?
Will it come like a change in the weather?
Will its greeting be courteous or rough?
Will it alter my life altogether?
O tell me the truth about love.

W. H. Auden

✴
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There is no past tense for the verb ‘love’.

Evelyn Waugh

✴

It is said of a famous aesthete that when he first slept with one of his female lovers, 
he aroused her suspicions by inquiring as he awoke, “Will you shave here, or will you 
wait until you get back to barracks?”

✴

With that lack of charity that characterises the comments of the upright man on 
the behaviour of one of the insects to whom God gave sensual lust …

Manning Clark, Short History of Australia

✴

I can only properly enjoy a carol service if I am having an illicit affair with someone 
in the congregation.

Alan Clark

✴

The only time for learning is from nine to sixteen, afterwards Cupid begins to Tyrannize.

Buckingham, mastrupating – his hand in his codpiece

✴

Books are a mere form of self-indulgence, and in no way better than any other form 
of self-indulgence. The kind of people who derive the greatest pleasure from art and 
literature are neurotics, decadents and sexual psychopaths.

Lord Harberton, 1915

✴

Twenty-two acknowledged concubines, and a library of sixty-two thousand vol-
umes, attested the variety of his inclinations; and from the productions which he left 
behind, it appears that the former as well as the latter were designed for use rather 
than ostentation.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, on Gordianus

✴

Of all sexual aberrations, chastity is the strangest.

Anatole France

✴

Marriage is but a continuall fornication, sealed with an oath.
Sermon preached at Sir Francis Nethersole’s marriage, February, 1620

✴

Marriage has many pains, but celibacy has no pleasures.

Samuel Johnson

✴

You poor fools! You fancy yourselves in love with one another. Wait until ten years 
have passed, and then you will see how paltry this will seem compared to your love for 
one another then.

A London girl in the 1880s

✴

The Diary of Adam and Eve

Adam:  “This new creature with the long hair is a good deal in the way. It is always 
  hanging around and following me about. I don’t like this; I am not used  
  to company.”
Eve: “All the week I tagged around after him and tried to get acquainted. I had to  
  do the talking, because he was shy, but I didn’t mind it. He seemed pleased to  
  have me around.”

…

Adam:  “At first I thought she talked too much; but now I should be sorry to have that  
  voice fall silent and pass out of my life. Blessed be the chestnut that brought  
  us near together and taught me to know the goodness of her heart and the  
  sweetness of her spirit!”
Eve:  “Life without him would not be life. How could I endure it? This prayer is also  
  immortal, and will not cease from being offered up while my race continues.  
  I am the first wife, and in the last wife I shall be repeated.”

Mark Twain

✴

Now you will feel no cold
 For each of you will be warmth to the other.

Now you will feel no rain
 For each of you will be shelter to the other.

There is no more loneliness.
 There is only one life before you.

Go now and enter into your dwelling place
 And may your days be good and long upon this beautiful earth.

Wedding poem of the Apache tribes, North America

✴

Chipp’s Commonplace Book



APPENDICES300 | 301|

A man’s womanfolk, whatever their outward show of respect for his merit and  
authority, always regards him secretly as an ass, and with something akin to pity. His 
most gaudy sayings and doings seldom deceive them; they see the actual man within, 
and know him for a shallow and pathetic fellow.
 This shrewd perception of masculine bombast and make believe, this acute under-
standing of man as the eternal tragic comedian, is at the bottom of that compassionate 
irony which passes under the name of maternal instinct. A woman wished to mother 
a man simply because she sees into his helplessness, his need of amiable environment, 
his touching self-delusion.

H. L. Mencken

✴

To church in the morning and there saw a wedding in the church which I have not 
seen for many a day and the young people so merry with one another and strange to 
see what delight we married people seem to have to those poor fools decoyed into our 
condition, every man and wife gazing at them and smiling at them.

Pepys, Christmas Day, 1665

✴

She has just had her first divorce.

✴

Mettus Numidicus the censor acknowledged to the Roman people, in a public ora-
tion, that had kind nature allowed us to exist without the help of women, we should be 
delivered from a very troublesome companion; and he could recommend matrimony 
only as a sacrifice of private pleasure to public duty.

The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire

✴

Optima et pulcherrima vitae supellex amicitia.

The best and most beautiful upholstery of life is friendship.

Cicero, De Amicitia

✴

In whatever direction you turn, friendship still remains yours. No barrier can shut 
it out. It can never be untimely: it can never be in the way. We need friendship all the 
time, just as much as we need the necessities of life. It is unique because of the bright 
rays of hope it projects into the future: it never allows the spirit to falter or fall.
 When a man thinks of a true friend, he is looking at himself in the mirror. Even when 
a friend is absent, he is present all the same. However poor he is, he is rich: however 
weak, he is strong. Even when he is dead he is alive. He is alive because his friends still 
cherish him. And remember him. And long for him. This means that there is happiness 
even in his death – he ennobles the existence of those who are left behind.

Cicero

Let us turn to the subject of friendship. For friendship is a virtue, or is closely  
connected with virtue. What is more, it is something quite indispensable for living. 
No one would choose to live without friends, even if he possessed all the other good 
things that there are. In fact prosperous men, those who have attained great power 
and influence, are considered to stand especially in need of friends. What is the good 
of their prosperity unless they have the opportunity and outlet for doing good – which 
most exists, and is in its most praiseworthy form, when exercised towards friends? In-
deed, how could their prosperity be safeguarded and preserved without friends? The 
greater the prosperity, the greater its insecurity. In poverty, and in the other misfor-
tunes of life, people believe that friends are their one refuge. Young people are helped 
by friends to avoid error; the elderly need friends to tend them and to make up for 
their failing physical independence. To those who are at the height of their powers, 
friends are a spur to good deeds; for, as the ancient poet said, “when two go together”, 
together they are the more able to plan and to act than if they go alone. The affection 
which a parent feels for offspring is a natural instinct – as is that affection of child for 
parent – and not in mankind only, but also among birds and most animals. So also is 
the affinity between members of the same species – this is especially the case in the 
human race, and that is why we praise those who love their fellow men.
 One may observe in one’s travels this universal natural affinity; moreover it seems 
that it is friendship that is the bond of state, and those who forge constitutions set more 
store by it than they do by justice itself. For concord is like friendship, and the two 
chief aims of lawgivers are to promote concord and to drive out faction, which comes 
from hate. If men are friends, there is no need of justice between them; whereas, if 
men are just, they can still be in need of friendship, and some would say that friend-
ship is a characteristic of the highest form of justice. Friendship is not only necessary 
for the good life; it is also a good and beautiful thing in itself. We praise those who love 
their friends, and to have many friends is counted one of the things that ennoble life.

Aristotle

✴

If words spoken to friends, in familiar discourse, spoken in one’s chamber, spoken at 
one’s table, spoken in one’s sick bed … if these shall be brought against a man as treason, 
this, under favour, takes away the comfort of all human society … if these things be 
strained to take away life and honour it will be a silent world; a city will become  
a hermitage; and no man shall dare to impart his solitary thoughts or opinions to  
his neighbour.

Thomas Wentworth, Earl of Strafford, at his trial after impeachment

✴

“For a little of our vital essence goes into the grave of a friend”
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Burying friends is not a pomp,
Not indeed, Roman:
Lacking the monument, heroic stone;
Nor is it an obscuring parasol,
The pad of customary gloves and cries
And a black leather mourning-carriage
Hung between the death and the beholder’s eyes.

This little bin of cancelled flesh
Strode the earth once, 
Rubbed against men –
But that’s all done.
A gentle elegy, a tear or two,
May charm the grave-diggers, no doubt,
But nothing can count to these incongruous ruins.
Their commercial value is not worth speaking about.

Only it seems not a burial
Of irrelevant sods,
But a lopped member
From this my body;
Almost, in fact, a tiny amputation,
A sprig of biography, thrown in there.
And he has thieved his own life away
And something of mine. Farewell, thou pilferer!

kenneth Slessor, ‘Burying Friends’

✴

I do not want your Christmas!
There! I’ve spelt it out at last
I’m going to abandon those
Evasions of the past.
The “yes, I shall be going out!”
Or “yes a friend is here!”
And all those white defensive lies,
Oh dear …

I do not want your Christmas,
Though so very kindly meant;
Nor wish to be a part of all
Your festive merriment;
Your paper hats and crackers,
Your tinsel, toys and oh
All those dreadful party games

That grown-ups relish so …

You’re very sweet and giving,
But I think you must be told
How other folks’ jocundity
Can flatten when one’s old.
And here’s the very hub of it:
I don’t see why I should
Attend your family gatherings
Just to make you feel good.

Some of you will bridle
For I cannot make you see
That being on one’s own does not
Mean instant misery.
And some, no doubt, will feel relieved
But most of you will say
“It’s rather sad. She must be mad …
Alone, on Christmas Day?”

But I have right inside me
Such Christmases, my dears,
You couldn’t start to dream of
Though you tried a hundred years.
And these will bring me quiet joy,
And warm me like the sun.
So leave me be, my darlings,
And “God bless us, every one!”

Majorie Dunkels, ‘Christmas alone’

✴

For if you are alone you are completely yourself, but if you are accompanied by only a 
single companion you are only half yourself.

Leonardo

✴

Some enter into company for trade and profit; others, for want of business, have their 
clubs for claret; neighbourhood joins some, and religion others. But there is only one 
thing which gathers people into seditious commotion, and that is oppression.

John Locke

✴

That dreary  tribe of high-minded women and sandal wearers and bearded fruit 

Chipp’s Commonplace Book



APPENDICES304 | 305|

juice drinkers who come flocking toward the smell of ‘progress’ like bluebottles to a 
dead cat.

George orwell, definition of socialists

✴

There is a minority of intellectual pacifists whose real though unadmitted motive 
appears to be hatred of Western democracy and admiration of totalitarianism. Pacifist 
propaganda usually boils down to saying that one side is as bad as the other, but if one 
looks closely at the writings of younger intellectual pacifists, one finds that they do not 
by any means express impartial disapproval but are directed almost entirely against 
Britain and the US. Moreover they do not as a rule condemn violence in defence of 
Western countries.

George orwell, writing in 1945

✴

If Beatrice Webb had only served more food and drink at her political lunches the 
whole course of British politics might have been changed.

Holroyd

✴

People only want special revolutions, in externals, in politics, and so on. But that’s just 
tinkering. What really is called for is a revolution of the human mind …

Ibsen

✴

A democratic system that is rough and ready, sometimes arbitrary, sometimes  
cruel, but always clear, is preferable to the imposition of some rationalist ideal that 
extinguishes what it seeks to rationalize: individual freedom of choice. A freedom that  
excludes the freedom to be irrational, irresponsible, awkward, cussed and unwise is 
not freedom.

✴

The accursed power which stands on Privilege
(And goes with Women, and Champagne, and Bridge)
Broke – and Democracy resumed her reign:
(Which goes with Bridge and Women and Champagne).

Hilaire Belloc

✴

Had I a son I would sooner him a cobbler than a courtier; and a hangman than a 
statesman.

Duke of Shrewsbury

✴

Its name came when Robert Baker, a successful Strand tailor, built himself a mansion 
in the field north of what is now Piccadilly Circus in around 1612. Having made his 
fortune selling fashion-conscious courtiers the latest stiff collars, known as ‘picadils’ 
he could not escape his trading origins and his new home was named Piccadilly Hall. 
The street was soon developed …

Louise Nicholson

✴

I’m so hungry I could eat the crotch out of a low-flying crow …

✴

Thank you for feeding us. We are now completely fed up.

Idi Amin

✴

A woman petitioned the Emperor Hadrian for a hearing. He said, “I haven’t the time.” 
She said, “Then don’t be Emperor.”

✴

All rise to great places by a winding stair.

Francis Bacon

✴

The ball is at my foot and I hope I shall have the strength to give it a good kick.

Wellington

✴

The evocative smile of Pope John Paul I was not in any theological textbook of evan-
gelization but it was more effective than a dozen papal encyclicals.

✴

I don't think it matters much so long as you don’t inhale.
Sidney Bernstein, on mixing with the powerful

✴

The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing.

Burke

✴

We have no eternal allies and we have no perpetual enemies. Our interests are eternal 
and perpetual and those interests it is our duty to follow.

Lord Palmerston, 1848

✴

Quod omnes tangit ab omnibus approbetur.
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What touches all should be approved by all.

Justinian

✴

So much of European history has been, in the last two centuries, an attempt to dimin-
ish the power of hereditary rights. It is not easy then to enthrone hereditary rights – 
the rights of Aboriginals – in the 1980s …

Much of European history has been based, in the last two centuries, on the idea  
of material progress. It is not easy to surrender so much territory to people who them-
selves do not easily accept the western ideal of progress, but want many fruits of that 
progress.

Geoffrey Blainey

✴

But at the moment the Conservative leader finds it politically convenient to affect 
toleration and easygoing ways. This is based on the assumption, derived from the suc-
cess of Mr Tony Blair, that a modern political leader must combine the morals of a 
timeshare salesman with the manners of a chat show host who has briefly enjoyed a 
period of higher education. Though that was not a benefit which Mr Duncan Smith 
received (the University of Perugia was a language school), the effect to aim for is the 
Blair effect.

Alan Walkins

✴

The Older I get the more I admire and crave competence, in any field from adultery 
to zoology.

✴

Quem di diligunt adolescens moritur, dum valet, sentit, sapit.

Whom the gods love dies young while still he can enjoy health, taste and senses.

Plautus

✴

If I’d known I was going to live so long I’d have taken better care of myself.

attrib. Micky Mantle

✴

The Senility Prayer

God grant me the senility to forget the people I never liked anyway, the good fortune 
to run into the ones that I do, and the eyesight to tell the difference.

✴

“You will not find your father greatly changed,” remarked Lady Moping, as the car 
turned into the gates of the County Asylum.

Evelyn Waugh

✴

As the poets have mournfully sung,
Death takes the innocent young,
The rolling-in-money,
The screamingly-funny,
And those who are very well hung.

W. H. Auden

✴

Held for a moment by a silver thread,
The passing spirit, anxious to be free,
Watches his loved ones grieving that they see
Only his lifeless body on the bed.
Shall my last earthly thoughts be to regret
The sins committed, man I failed to be,
Things left undone, the kindly words not said?
Or shall I feel a sense of distant land
Beyond the threatening passage of the sea
And glimpse a far-off shining light and
Through the tunnel friends who beckon me?
Ended my fond farewells: so break the thread
See through the golden arch, accept what lies ahead.

Sir James Darling

✴

He lived one hundred and five,
Healthy and strong.
One hundred to five
You do not live as long.

Brightwell Baldwin Parish Church

✴

Being mortally ill, I wondered about ‘last words’. I think the famous ones have been 
thought out and rehearsed, or are a line or two from a rambling discourse. But Ronald 
Knox’s last words have the sweetness of truth about them. He had been in a coma and 
his friend at his beside, seeing him rally, asked him, “Would you like me to read to you 
from your own translation of the New Testament?”
He spoke faintly, but distinctly, “No.”
When he looked as though he was lapsing into his final coma, just audibly came a final 
sentence, so charming, so thoughtful:
“Awfully jolly of you to suggest it though.”
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✴

Death is nothing at all. I have only slipped away into the next room. I am I, and you 
are you. Whatever we were to each other, that we are still. Call me by my old familiar 
name, speak to me in the easy way which you have always used. Put no difference in 
your tone, wear no forced air of solemnity or sorrow. Laugh as we always laughed, 
at the little jokes we enjoyed together. Pray, smile, think of me, pray for me. Let my 
name be ever the household word that it always was. Let it be spoken without effect, 
without the trace of a shadow in it. Life means all that it ever meant. It is the same as 
it ever was: there is unbroken continuity. What is death but a negligible accident? Why 
should I be out of mind because I am out of sight? I am waiting for you, for an interval, 
somewhere very near; just around the corner. All is well.

Canon Henry Scott-Holland

✴

  Regret not me;
 Beneath the sunny tree
I lie uncaring, slumbering peacefully.
  Swift as the light
 I flew my faery flight;
Ecstatically I moved, and feared no night.
  I did not know
 That heydays fade and go,
But deemed that what was would be always so.
  I skipped at morn
 Between the yellowing corn,
Thinking it good and glorious to be born.
  I ran at eves
 Among the piled-up sheaves,
Dreaming, “I grieve not, therefore nothing grieves.”
  Now soon will come
 The apple, pear, and plum,
And hinds will sing, and autumn insects hum.
  Again you will fare
 To cider-makings rare,
And junketings; but I shall not be there.
  Yet gaily sing
 Until the pewter ring
Those songs we sang when we went gipsying.
  And lightly dance
 Some triple-timed romance
In coupled figures, and forget mischance;

  And mourn not me
 Beneath the yellowing tree;
For I shall mind not, slumbering peacefully.

Thomas Hardy

✴

One word of Mr. Harding, and we have done. He is still precentor of Barchester and 
still pastor of the little church of St. Cuthbert’s. In spite of what he has so often said 
himself, he is not even yet an old man. He does such duties as fall to his lot well and 
conscientiously, and is thankful that he has never been tempted to assume others for 
which he might be less fitted.
 The author now leaves him in the hands of his readers: not as a hero, not as a man 
to be admired and talked of, not as a man who should be toasted at public dinners and 
spoken of with conventional absurdity as a perfect divine, but as a good man, without 
guile, believing humbly in the religion which he has striven to teach, and guided by the 
precepts which he has striven to learn.

Trollope
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Ho, Ho, I am the Toad:
A Musical Appendix

An arrangement of the following song was sung after dinner  
at a party given by David Chipp at the Garrick Club  

on June 8, 2007. 

“Ho, ho!” Mr Toad said to himself as he marched along with his chin in the air, “what a 
clever Toad I am! There is surely no animal equal to me for cleverness in the whole world! … 
Ho, ho, I am The Toad, the handsome, the popular, the successful Toad!” He got so puffed up 
with conceit that he made up a song as he walked in praise of himself, and sang it at the top 
of his voice, though there was no one to hear it but him. It was perhaps the most conceited 
song that any animal ever composed.

In honour of the eightieth birthday of an animal whose disposition and achieve-
ments might well have prompted the Toad to feel a little less puffed up, his friends 
have set to music Mr Toad’s song. And so tonight we offer you a newly composed  
musical tribute to the handsome, the popular, the successful Mr Chipp.
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paredwith that of Toad!

The cle ver- men at Cam bridge- Know

all that there is to be knowed. But they noneof themknow onehalfasmuch As in -

tel li- gent- Mr Toad!

Ho, Ho, I am the Toad

exasperated

They none of them Know half as much As in -

tel li- gent- Mr Toad!

as before

The world has held great He roes,- As

his tory- books have showed; But ne ver- a nameto godown to fame com
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paredwith that of Toad!

brooding

The a ni- mals- sat in the Ark and cried, Their

tears in tor rents- flowed. Who was it said,‘There’s land a head’?- En -

cou ra- ging- Mr Toad! The

Ho, Ho, I am the Toad

world has held great He roes- As his tory- books have showed; But

ne ver- a name to go down to fame com pared- with that ofToad!

alla marcia

The ar my- all sa lu- ted- As they

marched a long- the road. Was it the King? Or Kit che- ner?-
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No. Itwas Mr Toad! The

King? Kit che- ner? No. Toad!

The world has held great He roes- As

his tory- books have showed; But ne ver- a name to go down to fame com-

Ho, Ho, I am the Toad

meno mosso

paredwith thatofToad!

too sweetly

(Falsetto) The

Queenandher la dies- in- wai- ting- sat at the win dow- and sewed. She

rit. Tempo I

cried, ‘Look!who’sthat hand some- man?’They an swered,- ‘Mr Toad’.

The
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world has held great He roes- As his tory- books have showed; But

rall. A tempo

ne ver- a nametogodown tofame comparedwith that of Toad!




