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his accent, his Savile Row clothes, his whole demeanor™- 
enabled him to advance toward the redoubts of privilege. 
Absent the illusion that he was an honorary member of the 
ruling class, his very real native abilities might well not have 
carried him into a position of power with the deeply snobbish 
Lord (and Lady) Kemsley, even though he was a war hero. 
Control of the so-called quality or serious national broad­
sheet newspapers in Britain, circulating among the more 
educated, tended to be the preserve of the traditional elites, 
with the graduates of public schools and Oxbridge predomi­
nant. in 1965, when Hamilton was talking about my joining 
the Sunday Times, the top four positions below him were all 
held by Oxbridge men. Hunter Davies, who'd followed me as 
a Castleman at Durham and editor of Palatinate, was the only 
provincial university man to have come, via reporting in Man­
chester, to an envied position as the successor to Fleming writ­
ing the entertaining Atticus column. It was similar elsewhere. 
The Guardian was edited by an Oxford man, and the Telegraph 

and Observer were owned and edited by Oxford men. But the 
Canadian Roy Thomson, the son of a barber from a more open, 
nondeferential society, who'd appointed Hamilton on buying 
out Kemsley, didn't care where a man came from so long as he 
knew where he was going. And William Haley, who edited the 
Times, had educated himself by omnivorous reading, so per­
haps there was hope for me.

The press was just one strand of British life touched by the 
social changes accelerated by the war. In his 1941 essay "The 
Lion and the Unicorn," George Orwell predicted, "This war, 
unless we are defeated, w ill wipe out most of the existing 
class privileges." The victory of the Labour Party five years 
later seemed to fulfill his dream that England would assume 
its "real shape" through a conscious open revolt by ordinary 
people "against the notion that a half-witted public-schoolboy
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is  b e tte r fitte d  fo r co m m a n d  th a n  a n  in te llig e n t  m e c h a n ic ."  

T h e  tw o  m o st p o w e rfu l a n d  ab le  m e m b e rs o f C le m e n t A ttle e 's  

1945 ca b in e t, E rn e s t B e v in  a n d  H e rb e rt M o rriso n , w e re  u n e d ­

u ca te d  w o rk in g -c la s s  la d s . T h e  B u tle r E d u c a tio n  A c t  o f 1944 
o p e n e d  th e  d o o r fo r se c o n d a ry  e d u c a tio n  fo r a ll, a s I  d e s c rib e d  
e a rlie r, b u t b y  th e  1960s h ig h e r  e d u ca tio n  w a s  s t ill  v e r y  m u ch  

a  p r iv ile g e . In  1959, se v e n  y e a rs  a fte r 1 g ra d u a te d  fro m  D u r ­

h a m , o n ly  4.2  p e rce n t o f th e  e ighteen -to ~tw enty~o n e  a ge  g ro u p  
h a d  b eco m e  fu ll-t im e  u n iv e rs ity  stu d e n ts, h a r d ly  a  lig h t n in g  

a d v a n ce  o n  th e  3.2 p e rce n t a d m itte d  in  1954 a n d  n o th in g  co m ­

p a re d  w ith  th e  U n ite d  States. O rw 'e ll h a d  b e e n  r ig h t  to  p ro ­
test th a t th e  w o rk in g  c la s s  o u g h t n o t to  b e  " b ra n d e d  o n  the 

to n g u e " — a p h ra se  b o rro w e d  fro m  W y n d h a m  L e w is — th e ir 

s ta tu s  d e te rm in e d  m o re  b y  accen t th a n  a b ility . H e  c o u ld  n o t 

h a v e  fo re se e n  h o w  lib e ra tio n  fro m  th a t p e rce p tio n  w o u ld  be  

m o re  p o w e r fu lly  a ss is te d  b y  sa tire  th a n  b y  p o le m ic s  o r p o li­

t ic s . T h e  s u rre a l m o c k e rie s  o f c la s s  in  th e  p h e n o m e n a lly  p o p u ­

la r  Goon Show, o n  B B C  ra d io , in s p ire d  th e  s a t ir is ts  o f Beyond 
the Fringe, le a d in g  to  M onty Python  an d  Faw lty Towers. M y  g e n ­
e ra tio n  d id  n o t fe e l a n y  n e e d  to  a ffe c t th e  sta n d a rd  E n g lis h  

accen t o f th e  B B C  n e w sre a d e rs a n d  th e  d u k e s  p o s in g  a s h o te l 

co n c ie rg e s. It  w a s n o t th a t w e  w e re  b ra v e ; it  w o u ld  ju s t  h a v e  
e xp o se d  u s  to  r id ic u le .

I  w a s a b e n e fic ia ry  o f the la te -b re a k in g  w w e s  o f p o lit ­
ic a l, c u ltu ra l, a n d  s o c ia l ch a n g e s th a t ga th e re d  fo rce  in  th e  

m id -1960s. B y  1965 th e  C o n s e rv a tiv e  P a rty  h a d  fa lle n  a p a rt 
in  th e  a fte rm a th  o f th e  P ro fu m o  c a ll g ir l  sc a n d a l. T h e  p rim e  
m in is te r  n o  lo n g e r w a s  H a r o ld  M a c m illa n , w h o  a p p o in te d  

th irty -s e v e n  E to n ia n s  to  o ffice , se v e n  in  th e  ca b in e t, a n d  

p la y e d  to  p e rfe c tio n  th e  ro le  o f th e  g ra n d  E n g lis h  ge n tle m a n . 

N o w  it  w a s H a r o ld  W ils o n , a sc h o la rs h ip  b o y  at g ra m m a r 

sc h o o l a n d  u n iv e rs ity , w ith  a  n o n d e s c rip t a ccen t w h o  lik e d  
to  b e  p h o to g ra p h e d  in  h is  o r d in a ry  G a n n e x  ra in co a t, ta k in g
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e v e ry  o p p o rtu n ity  to  b e  se en  as a  m id d le -c la s s , m id d le b ro w , 
n o n c o n fo rm ist L it t le  E n g la n d e r.

L a b o u r's  " N e w  V is io n ,"  e p ito m ize d  b y  W ils o n 's  b e n d in g  
th e  n a tio n 's e a r a b o u t th e  w h ite -h o t te c h n o lo g ic a l re v o lu tio n , 
n a rro w ly  w o n  th e  1964 g e n e ra l e le ctio n  o v e r a  C o n s e rv a tiv e  

P a rty  n o w  se e n  a s to o  m u ch  u n d e r th e  in flu e n c e  o f th e  " fu d d y  

d u d d y  r ig h t."  It  w a s  le d  b y  S ir  A le c  D o u g la s -H o m e , w h o 'd  h a d  
to  d em o te  h im s e lf  fro m  b e in g  th e  fo u rte e n th  E a r l o f H o m e  so  

a s to  be e lig ib le  to  s it  in  th e  C o m m o n s a s  S ir  A le c  a n d  su cce e d  
M a c m illa n . H e 'd  b e e n  c r u e lly  c a r ic a tu re d  a s th e  p rim e  m in ­

is te r w h o  d id  h is  s u m s w ith  m a tc h stic k s  an d  h a d  b e e n  g iv e n  
o n ly  te p id  e le c tio n  su p p o rt in  th e  Sunday Times.

T h e  sta rs  w e re  th u s  n o t b a d ly  a lig n e d  fo r m e, a  y o u n g  

w o rk in g -c la s s  n o n -O x b rid g e  g ra d u a te  w ith  a  n o rth e rn  accen t, 

w h o se  p o lit ic a l g e n e s w e re  su sp e ct. L o r d  T h o m so n  s a id  o f 

H a m ilto n , " H e 's  a  fe llo w ' th a t d o e sn 't d is p la y  h im s e lf."  H e  

w a s in d e e d  v e r y  p riv a te  ab o u t h is  o r ig in s  a n d  h is  w>'ar, b u t I  
b e lie v e  I  w a s lu c k y  th a t H a m ilto n 's  o w n  r is e  fro m  o b sc u rity , 

h is  w e il-h id d e n  re se n tm e n t o f th e  w a y  h is  fa th e r h a d  b ee n  

treated , a n d  h is  co m m a n d  o f m en  in  b a ttle  fro m  a ll w a lk s  o f 

life  co m b in e d  to  m a k e  h im  e x c e p tio n a lly  o p e n -m in d e d  fo r h is  
tim e  a n d  h is  p o s it io n .

M y  se n se  o f D e n is  H a m ilto n 's  c iv ic  v ir tu e , as m u ch  a s h is  

a ch ie v e m e n ts w ith  th e  Sunday Times, w a s  a  p o w e rfu l a ttra c­

tio n . H is  b o ss  w a s  m o re  o f a  p u z z le . R o y  T h o m so n  w a s p la in ly  

tig h tfis te d , b u t h e 'd  r is k e d  m illio n s  la u n c h in g  th e  f ir s t  co lo r 

m a g a z in e  in  B r it is h  n e w sp a p e rs in  1962 a n d  in s t a llin g  th e  

m a c h in e ry  fo r b ig g e r  n e w sp a p e rs. V is it in g  T h o m s o n  H o u se  

1 g o t n o  se n se  o f h a ir -s h ir t  a u ste ritie s. B u t w h a t o f h is  a tti­

tu d e  to w a rd  e d ito ria l?  I'd  w a tch e d  a n u m b e r o f te le v is io n  

in te rv ie w s  o f T h o m s o n  o n  h is  p u rc h a se  o f th e  Sunday Times 
in  1959. H e  w a s  a tu b b y , c h e e rfu lly  P ic k w ic k ia n  f ig u re  w h o  

b lin k e d  at th e  q u e stio n e r fro m  b e h in d  C o k e -b o ttle  g la sse s .
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o c c a s io n a lly  tw itc h in g  h is  n e c k  a s i f  h is  c o lla r  w a s  to o  t ig h t, 

a s I  h a d  seen  D a d  do. T h e  im p re ss io n  I  h a d , re in fo rc e d  la te r, 

w a s th a t h e  w a s p s y c h o lo g ic a lly  in c a p a b le  o f ly in g  o r d is se m ­
b lin g . H e  ju s t  b lu rte d  th in g s  o u t. (I'd  h e a rd  th a t T h o m s o n , in  

E g y p t  fo r n e g o tia tio n s to  b u y  a f a ilin g  C a ir o  n e w sp a p e r fro m  

P re s id e n t N a sse r, h a d  to ld  N a sse r, " Y o u  c e rta in ly  a re  a  c u n ­
n in g  o ld  Jew .")

H is  p o lit ic a l p h ilo s o p h y  a m o u n te d  to a  fe w  h o m e sp u n  

p io n e e r p r in c ip le s  ab o u t h o n e sty , h u m ility , a n d  th r ift , d ra w n  

fro m  th e  life  o f a se lf-m a d e  m a n . H e 'd  le ft  sc h o o l at fo u rte e n  

b u t a b so rb e d  in to  h is  b lo o d stre a m  th e  ro m a n ce s o f H o ra tio  
A lg e r , p o o r b o y  m ad e  g o o d . H e  h a d  th e  co n v e n tio n a l p o lit ic a l 
o p in io n s  o f th e  b u s in e ss  c la ss . T h e  d e a th  p e n a lty  w a s  g o o d , 

s o c ia lis m  a  s ic k n e ss , g o v e rn m e n t re g u la tio n  b a d . B u t e n fila d e d  

fro m  r ig h t  a n d  le ft  b y  to u g h  in te rlo c u to rs  su c h  a s R a n d o lp h  
C h u r c h ill a n d  K e ith  W aterh o u se , h e  w o u ld n 't  b e  sh a k e n  fro m  
in s is t in g  th a t he w o u ld  n e v e r im p o se  e d ito r ia l p o lic y .

T h o m so n  d id n 't  d is g u is e  th a t h e  w a s  a  c u ltu ra l p h ilis t in e  
in d iffe re n t  to  a ll th e  a rts , o r th a t h is  v ie w s  w ere  n o t th o se  o f 

th e  c h a tte rin g  c la sse s, b u t h e  d id n 't  e xp e c t a n yo n e  to  ta k e  a n y  
n o tice , le a st o f a ll c o p y  h im . A fte r  a ll, h e  o n ce  re m a rk e d , "p a rt 
o f th e  s o c ia l m is s io n  o f e v e ry  g re a t n e w sp a p e r is  to  p ro v id e  a 

h o m e  fo r a  la rg e  n u m b e r o f s a la r ie d  e cce n trics."

H is  a tta ch m e n t to  e d ito r ia l in d e p e n d e n ce  h a d  d e e p  ro o ts, 

p ra c t ic a l ra th e r th a n  p h ilo s o p h ic a l. F a ilin g  e a rly  o n — in  t r y in g  

to  g ro w  w h eat, s e ll m o to r su p p lie s , s e ll ra d io s , s e ll a n y th in g —  

h e 'd  le a rn e d  the h a rd  w a y  h o w  m u c h  e x p e rtise  he n e e d e d  to 
re a liz e  h is  id e a s. H e  h a d  h is  p o lic y  p r in te d  o n  a  c a rd  h e  c a r­

r ie d  a ro u n d  fo r tw e n ty -fiv e  y e a rs  lik e  a n  o ath :

I  ca n  state  w ith  th e  u tm o st e m p h a s is  th a t n o  p e rso n  o r 

g ro u p  ca n  b u y  o r in flu e n c e  e d ito r ia l su p p o rt fro m  a n y  

n e w sp a p e r in  th e  T h o m s o n  g ro u p . E a c h  p a p e r m a y
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p e rce iv e  th is  in te re st in  its  o w n  w a y, an d  w il l  d o  th is  

w ith o u t a d v ic e , c o u n se l o r g u id a n c e  fro m  th e  'fh o m so n  

O rg a n is a tio n . I  d o  n o t b e lie v e  th a t a n e w sp a p e r ca n  be 

ru n  p ro p e rly  u n le s s  its  e d ito r ia l c o lu m n s are  ru n  fre e ly  

a n d  in d e p e n d e n tly  b y  a h ig h ly  s k ille d  a n d  d e d ica te d  

p ro fe ss io n a l jo u rn a lis t . T h is  is  a n d  w il l  co n tin u e  to  be 
m y

H e 'd  f is h  it  oxit o f h is  p o c k e t w h e n  a cco ste d  b y  c r it ic , fa v o r 

se eker, a d v e rtise r, o r p o lit ic ia n  w a n tin g  h im  to  p re ssu re  a n  

e d ito r. " Y o u  w o u ld n 't e xp e c t m e to  g o  b a c k  o n  m y  w o rd , w o u ld  
y a ? "  h e 'd  s a y  s h o w in g  th e  p e rso n  h is  ca rd .

T h e  w o rd  o f T h o m s o n  a n d  H a m ilto n  w a s  g o o d  e n o u g h  fo r 

m e. In  Ju n e  19651 a cce p te d  a n  in v ita tio n  to  b eco m e c h ie f a s s is ­

ta n t to  C . D . H a m ilto n , a n d  in  Ja n u a ry  1966 1 p a sse d  th ro u g h  
th e  cre ste d  g la s s  d o o rs to sta rt w o rk . H a m ilto n 's  fo rm a l le tte r 

o f in v ita t io n  sp e lle d  o u t a  c le a re r p ro sp e ct o f b e in g  " in d is p u t­

a b ly  the k e y  m a n a g in g  e d ito r w ith in  a re a so n a b le  tim e ,"  w h ile  

s t ill  f lo a tin g  th e  id e a  o f m y  su c c e e d in g  P at M u rp h y  a s  th e  

re g io n a l n e w sp a p e rs ' e d ito r ia l d ire c to r i f  th a t d id n 't  w o rk  out.
1 le ft E n id  a n d  o u r th re e  c h ild r e n — R u th , K a te , a n d  M ik e —~ 

in  D a r lin g to n  w h ile  I tested  th e  ice , tra v e lin g  h o m e o n  w e e k­

e n d s a b o a rd  th e  m id n ig h t  sle e p e r, w ith  a n  in k y  th ir d  e d it io n  

o f th e  Sunday Times fo r co m p a n y.

L o n g t im e  fo re ig n  m a n a g e r Ia n  F le m in g  b e q u e a th e d  h is  su cc e s­

so rs  a  w a r n in g  o f th e  h a z a rd s  o f b e in g  d e c e iv e d  b y  th e  e d ito r's  

T u e sd a y  co n fe re n ce s o f d e p a rtm e n t h e a d s: "B e n e a th  th e  s u r ­

face  fr ie n d lin e s s , lu r k  a ll  th e  d e a d ly  s in s  w ith  th e  e x ce p tio n  o f 

g lu tto n y  a n d  lu s t. E a c h  o n e o f u s  h a s  p r id e  in  o u r d e p a rtm e n t o f 

th e  p a p e r; m a n y  o f u s  a re  co ve to u s o f th e  e d ito r ia l c h a ir ; m o st 

are  e n v io u s  o f th e  b r ig h t  id e a s  p u t fo rw a rd  b y  o th e rs; a n g e r
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