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H
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Jou
rn

alism
 h

as alw
ays been

 a vital
th

read in
 Jon

ath
an

 A
itk

en
’s life. 

H
is “U

n
cle M

ax” w
as n

on
e oth

er
th

an
 L

ord B
eaverbrook

, w
h

o gave
h

im
 advice w

h
en

 h
e w

as a teen
age

reporter, an
d A

itk
en

 w
en

t on
 to be

som
eth

in
g of a star h

ack
 du

rin
g

seven
 years on

 th
e E

ven
in

g
Stan

dard
from

 th
e m

id-1960s. 
A

n
d, of cou

rse, som
e k

een
jou

rn
alism

 brou
gh

t th
e form

er
C

abin
et M

in
ister’s soarin

g political
career crash

in
g to th

e grou
n

d in
 th

e
’90s after h

is ill-fated libel action
again

st T
h

e G
u

ardian
an

d
G

ran
ada’s W

orld In
 A

ction
. T

h
e

sm
all m

atter of w
h

o paid h
is £900

P
aris R

itz bill forced h
im

 to n
ot so

m
u

ch
 fall on

 h
is sw

ord of tru
th

, bu
t

do a gloriou
s Fosbu

ry Flop on
to it,

w
ith

 th
at tru

sty sh
ield slam

m
in

g
on

to h
is h

ead for good m
easu

re. 
Seven

 m
on

th
s of porridge for 

perju
ry, pu

blic disgrace, ban
k

ru
ptcy

an
d divorce all h

elped A
itk

en
 fin

d
G

od an
d, u

ltim
ately, con

ten
tm

en
t.

N
ow

 63, th
e fath

er of fou
r h

as 
h

appily m
arried again

, to E
lizabeth

,
th

e late actor R
ich

ard H
arris’s ex-

w
ife. H

e n
ow

 earn
s a good livin

g as
an

 au
th

or, freelan
ce jou

rn
alist an

d
an

 arden
t deliverer of “ou

t-reach
”

talk
s —

 speech
es w

ith
 a spiritu

al
m

essage. H
e gives m

ore th
an

 100 
a year, m

ostly for free, to a cross-
section

 of au
dien

ces.
I m

eet on
e of ou

r m
ost fam

ou
s

pen
iten

ts at h
is m

odest office in
 

th
e lodgin

gs block
 of a ch

u
rch

 a
sh

ort stroll from
 th

e H
ou

ses of
P

arliam
en

t. A
itk

en
 presen

ts a k
een

lin
e in

 self-deprecation
 th

rou
gh

stu
ttery, posh

 ton
es an

d a crook
ed

sm
ile. T

h
e on

ly visible residu
e of

h
is lon

g-forgotten
 political van

ity
an

d propen
sity to tell pork

ies is h
is

in
con

gru
ou

sly bu
rn

ish
ed sw

eep of
h

air th
at h

as clearly en
joyed a deep

du
n

k
in

g in
 an

 u
n

h
oly fon

t of dye.

Jonathan, do you m
ind m

e asking w
here your

sw
ord and trusty shield are these days?

O
h, I’m

 glad to say they are safely throw
n aw

ay now
!

W
hen I see m

y “sw
ord of truth” speech on T

V, 
I think, “G

osh, w
ho is that arrogant berk up there?”

A
ll those things w

ill no doubt alw
ays be w

ith m
e,

they w
ill be in m

y obituary and there is nothing 
I can do about it. I have had endless jokes, but 
I am

 very relaxed about it.  
I think m

y huge m
istake —

 apart from
 telling a lie

—
 w

as to take it (the G
uardian

allegations) seriously
and to get all upset in a very aggressive and prideful
w

ay. I think if I had just said, “I really don’t think
anybody w

ho is not on T
he G

uardian’s editorial staff
believes that I am

 a pim
p or an arm

s dealer,” I could
have left it at w

hat I call a dignified denial and not
got all excited and furious and m

ade a great
statem

ent.

Y
ou’ve had a m

ix
 of fortunes at the hands of

the m
edia, w

here do you stand w
ith it all now

?
I very m

uch echo a fam
ous rem

ark m
ade by Enoch

Pow
ell: “Politicians w

ho don’t like the press are like
sea captains w

ho don’t like the sea.” T
he press has

w
aves, strange currents, w

onderful sunshine and
terrible storm

s. I have been through m
ost of them

. 
I have had w

onderfully favourable articles and I’ve
had the nastiest articles im

aginable. I look back on it
all quite peacefully and cheerfully. People som

etim
es

ask m
e if I am

 bitter about the m
edia. N

ot at all. 
I am

 a bitterness free zone. I just think, in a curious
w

ay, new
spapers reflect the B

ritish character. W
e like

to com
plain about them

, but w
e w

ouldn’t all go on
buying new

spapers the w
ay w

e do if w
e didn’t like

them
 m

ore or less the w
ay they are. 

H
ow

 do you get along w
ith the press generally

and, in particular, T
he G

uardian?
I have no problem

s anyw
here, as far as I know

. I have
good relations w

ith T
he G

uardian. V
ery friendly, very

favourable. T
hey very unexpectedly serialised m

y
book on the psalm

s and they have printed one or
tw

o articles of m
ine —

 one on prison reform
 —

 and
have asked m

e to w
rite again.

A
lan R

usbridger and I —
 and I think this w

as 
not a coincidence —

 both w
ere up in H

ay-on-W
ye

last sum
m

er for T
he G

uardian’s literary festival, and
w

e w
ere in the sam

e guesthouse, in adjoining 
room

s. W
e had very pleasant chats, breakfast

together, afternoon tea, and he invited m
e to 

T
he G

uardian
party. It w

as like the entrance of
B

anquo’s ghost! B
ut it felt rather good and people

w
ere w

onderful. A
ll sensible people w

ant closure 
to long ago quarrels.  I have no feelings of bitterness
tow

ards T
he G

uardian, that’s genuine, but how
 do

you actually say that? W
ell, if you are eating w

ith 
the editor and you go to their parties, that is a 
pretty good sign.

I also w
ent to the launch party of the B

erliner. 
I didn’t actually talk to D

avid Leigh [the key
investigations journalist in A

itken’s dow
nfall], but 

and say [A
itken adopts a pretty decent gruff

C
anadian accent]: “W

ho is in charge of the
clattering train today?”

I w
as a rather politically and journalistically

precocious teenager, and he liked that. I w
ould ask

w
hat m

akes a good story and he w
ould say [cue

accent]: “A
lw

ays stick to the facts…
 alw

ays put
som

ebody’s age in the first paragraph…
 put som

e
sparkle into your w

riting.” H
e used to say things such

as, “G
ood journalism

 should com
fort the afflicted

and afflict the com
fortable,” and “A

 good reporter
can m

ake the announcem
ent ‘Lord Jones is dead’ and

m
ake it interesting to people w

ho never knew
 Lord

Jones w
as alive.” H

e w
as full of these things.

N
otes w

ould arrive that had been transcribed from
his dictaphone and they w

ould be things such as: 
“A

 w
ord to m

y great nephew
 Jonathan. I have read

your article in Isis
(the O

xford student m
agazine). It

is prom
ising, but you did not m

ention the age of M
iss

Jones. You need m
ore colour in your descriptions and

you m
ust not let your opinions interfere w

ith the
facts. N

evertheless, I am
 pleased w

ith your good
effort. You m

ay m
ake a w

riter one day.”
H

e also gave m
e this advice not long before he

died: “D
on’t be a dull m

an like your father. G
o out

and stir up m
ischief.” I probably took a bit too 

m
uch of that advice.

Y
ou w

ere a respected journalist on the Evening
Standard. W

hy didn’t you stick w
ith that

career? It m
ay have been a w

iser choice.
I w

as in love w
ith journalism

, but rather like you 
are in love w

ith girls you know
 you w

on’t m
arry. 

It w
as not a driving am

bition. M
y long-term

m
atrim

onial thoughts w
ere probably alw

ays on
politics. 

I w
as in V

ietnam
 on and off for a year —

 during
’67 and ’68 —

 and I got som
e great stories, but,

curiously, I rem
em

ber trudging through som
e sw

am
p,

bullets flying, w
ith a lot of other journalists in their

40s. I w
as in m

y 20s and I knew
 I w

ould rather be
out there influencing events w

hen I got into m
y 

40s, rather than reporting them
.

T
he fact that you found G

od during your dow
n-

fall w
as greeted rather sniffily in som

e quarters
of the m

edia. H
ow

 do you feel about that?
I think it has been reported fairly and

cynically. B
ut 

I am
 pretty relaxed about that because I am

 rather
sym

pathetic to the cynics, in the sense that if I w
as

in a slightly different era I w
ould feel rather cynical

about som
e colleague w

ho had got into trouble and
suddenly found G

od and w
as now

 peaceful and
happy. I don’t w

orry about it because, if you believe
w

hat I believe, you think there is an all-know
ing, 

all-seeing G
od and H

e w
ill know

 if anyone is
genuine or phoney. I hope to please the audience 
of O

ne, not the m
edia or other audiences.

W
hen you consider how

 happy you are now
,

don’t you think T
he G

uardian
actually did you 

a favour and saved you?
Yes, w

ell, I really do feel grateful to G
od. Even, I am

grateful to T
he G

uardian
new

spaper, because w
ithout

all these —
 w

hat seem
ed at the tim

e —
 shattering

blow
s, I w

ould not have changed course in life and 
I w

ould certainly be a m
uch less contented and

fulfilled person. So, I do say, T
hank you G

od…
 and,

P.S., thank you G
uardian!

C
opyright: w

w
w

.robm
cgibbon.com

M
ore than a few

 journalists w
ill choke on that

com
ing from

 you. W
hat are you referring to

specifically?
T

he new
est thing that does trouble m

e is the 
am

ount of pro-active new
spaper m

anipulation, 
agent provocateur w

ork. A
nd also digital forgery in

photography. In prison I rem
em

ber som
e guys rushing

up and show
ing m

e a photograph on the front page
of m

ore than one tabloid that show
ed m

y daughter
V

ictoria talking anim
atedly w

ith Prince W
illiam

 at 
a polo m

atch. I reached m
y daughter on the phone

later and she said, “D
addy, I w

as never w
ithin 50

yards of Prince W
illiam

, I never even talked to him
.”

T
hey had taken photos and m

oved them
 together. 

I w
as appalled.

A
nd tow

ards the end of m
y sentence, prison

officers w
ho listen in to phone conversations had

heard som
e inm

ates and representatives of a tabloid
new

spaper talking. T
hey had been offered £40,000 to

give m
e R

ohypnol, then put m
e in bed nude w

ith
another prisoner, take a photo and say A

itken is gay.
T

his w
as the m

ost absurd plot I’d ever heard —
except that it w

as true. 
I w

as m
oved for m

y ow
n protection out of m

y ‘D
’

C
ategory open prison and I spent the last tw

o w
eeks

in high security. T
he point is, if representatives of a

tabloid had offered £40,000 to do all this, that’s not
journalism

, that is a seedy, squalid, agent provocateur
business and obviously a deterioration in standards.
B

ut, that said, I also think there is a trem
endous

am
ount of good journalism

 in our new
spapers.

Y
ou started out as a journalist and all these

years on you are freelancing, so I im
agine you

have som
e affection for the business.

Yes, indeed. Journalism
 offered m

e a w
ay of keeping

body and soul together after release. I w
as w

iped out
by bankruptcy. I am

 rather like a taxi driver these
days —

 I am
 for hire and I rather like the excitem

ent
of suddenly being asked to w

rite a piece. M
y real

living is m
ade as an author, and m

y professional focus
in life is trying to w

rite som
e good books. 

M
y first job in new

spapers —
 unbelievably, but 

I kid you not —
 w

as as assistant tennis and funerals
correspondent on the E

ast A
nglian D

aily Tim
es. I w

as
17 or 18 and I loved it. I w

as very m
uch the junior

dogsbody, but it taught m
e a lot about accuracy —

such as getting m
ourners’ nam

es right and the score
in m

inor county tennis m
atches. 

Lord B
eaverbrook w

as your great uncle
(A

itken’s grandfather’s younger brother). 
W

hat are your valued m
em

ories of him
, 

journalism
 w

ise?
I w

as very close to him
 in the last years of his life

w
hile I w

as at O
xford [U

niversity]. H
e w

as in his 
80s. H

e w
as a terrific character, w

ith a capital ‘C
’.

Even in old age he kept a teleprinter by his 
arm

chair and a hotline to the D
aily E

xpress. H
e

w
ould read som

ething, then pick up the phone 

I talked to his w
ife. I sort of nodded at him

, but he
turned aw

ay. I think w
ith him

 it m
ay have got very

personal, but I m
ay be m

aligning him
. C

ertainly, 
I have no ill w

ill tow
ards him

. It w
as a fight I am

sorry that got bitter and personal, but it is long ago
in the w

ash as far as I am
 concerned.

Y
ou fam

ously said that there w
as a “cancer of

bent and tw
isted journalism

” in this country. 
It w

as all very dram
atic, but w

hat are your
view

s now
?

W
ell, I think there actually is

a cancer of bent and
tw

isted journalism
 around, and that show

s up quite
often in all kinds of invented stories. T

he plain,
blunt truth —

 if I can argue about it —
 is T

he
G

uardian
w

ere w
rong on their principal allegations.

T
hey w

ere right about their lesser allegation —
 the

R
itz bill —

 but the pim
p and the arm

s dealing stories
w

ere untrue. If they w
ere true, I w

ouldn’t m
ind

saying so at all now
. I have com

m
itted m

any sins, 
but those aren’t am

ong them
.  

I w
as certainly w

ay over the top. C
ancer —

 it’s 
a rather em

otive w
ord —

 so I w
ould take that aw

ay.
D

oes bent and tw
isted journalism

 go on in this
country? T

he answ
er is: Yes. H

ow
ever, I w

as the
w

rong person, on the w
rong battlefield, w

ith the
w

rong w
eapons, and the w

rong facts —
 and an

untruth —
 to charge off in that particular w

ay.
Taking m

e out of the equation and asking, Is there
too m

uch w
rong journalism

? T
here is. H

ow
ever, 

I think it is too easy to say it’s all dow
n to the

tabloids. I have seen decent people reduced to tears
by com

pletely untrue stories appearing in T
he Tim

es
diary. It com

es back to the sea analogy: w
e all like

the sea w
hen it is sm

ooth, sunny and enjoyable. Lots
of journalism

 is in that category. B
ut there are som

e
rough and nasty w

ays, and there are a few
 pirates

around, too.

INTERVIEW
by R

ob M
cG

ibbon

N
ew

spapers
I am

 still a new
spaper junkie.

Every m
orning I read the D

aily
M

ail, Herald Tribune, The
Telegraph, The Tim

es. They
are all delivered and I pick up
The G

uardian
and the Evening

Standard
during the day and

w
ill happily read a red-top if 

I see one. I have got a
journalist’s curiosity and just
w

ish I had m
ore tim

e to read.
I like the Tribune

for its depth and density of w
orld

coverage. N
o other paper, w

ith the possible exception
of The Tim

es, really covers w
orld new

s properly. I read
the M

ailfirst every day. It often m
akes m

e splutter —
it’s like a difficult m

istress. O
ne m

om
ent she is w

on-
derful, the next she’s a difficult child. I actually get
cross w

ith all the papers —
 bias and sloppy w

riting
m

ake m
e angry —

 but equally I w
ill punch the air and

say “W
onderful” w

hen som
ething is good.

C
olum

nists
Q

uentin Letts, I think he w
rites likes a dream

. C
harles

M
oore is terribly good. Polly Toynbee m

akes m
e w

ant
to throw

 up regularly, but I read her. She defies the

law
 of averages and is w

rong about everything!
Littlejohn is superb, as is W

aterhouse. Bruce
A

nderson in the Indy, very good. Jonathan Freedland
of The G

uardian. Peter O
borne is probably the best

political correspondent, and Bronw
en M

addox, the
foreign editor of The Tim

es, is also terrific. 

M
agazines

Probably, m
y favourite good

reads for the w
eek are The

Spectator—
 Paul Johnson 

is w
onderful and I’m

 very
fond of Taki —

 and The
Econom

ist. I subscribe to
both. I also read the oddest
things w

hen I’m
 passing 

a bookshop: Prospect,
Investors C

hronicle
and

Harpers
or Tatler—

 even if it is only to find out w
hat

m
y daughters are doing!

Television and R
adio

M
y w

ife tends to like Sky, but I prefer the BBC
. I drive

less and less these days, so I don’t seem
 to listen to

the radio m
uch. I hardly use the w

eb at all, except 
for em

ail.

A
IT

K
E

N
’S N

E
W

S SC
H

E
D

U
L

E
N

o inter-
view

 w
ould be

com
plete w

ithout
som

e discreet product
placem

ent. W
e aim

 to be 
a bit m

ore up front, so feel
free to pull T

he Blatant Plug…
H

eroes and C
ontem

poraries
(out 

on 10 M
ay, £18.99) is a book of 

revealing profiles featuring fam
ous 

people A
itken has know

n w
ell,

including Lord B
eaverbrook 

and M
argaret T

hatcher.

W
hat w

ould be the Fantasy H
eadline of

the story you w
ould m

ost like to read?
“Lasting Peace Secured in the M

iddle
East”. T

his is the m
ost urgent cause in

w
orld peace, although I do not believe it

is achievable under present conditions.

W
hat w

ould be the Fantasy H
eadline

involving yourself?
“M

edia Forgives A
itken”. T

here are still a
lot of negative and hostile references. It
goes w

ith the territory, but it does not
bother m

e particularly. T
here are other

kinds of forgiveness that are m
any tim

es
m

ore im
portant, but it w

ould be an
am

using headline to see.

W
hat w

ould be the headline you 
m

ost dread? 

“A
itken B

ack in B
elm

arsh!”. It w
as not

too bad, but I certainly w
ouldn’t w

ant to
go back there.

W
ho w

ould you m
ost like to interview

?
W

hat question w
ould you ask?

Jesus C
hrist. A

nd I w
ould ask: “W

hen are
you com

ing back?”

W
hat question w

ould you never 
answ

er?
A

ny personal question invading the 
private and em

otional life of a m
em

ber 
of m

y fam
ily.

W
hat headline w

ould you like to 
appear on your obituary?  
“H

e found peace after politics”
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“
I w

a
s th

e w
ro

n
g

p
erso

n
, o

n
 th

e
w

ro
n

g
 b

a
ttlefield

,
w

ith
 th

e w
ro

n
g

w
ea

p
o
n

s, a
n

d
 th

e
w

ro
n

g
 fa

cts —
 a

n
d

a
n

 u
n

tru
th

 —
 to

ch
a
rg

e o
ff in

 th
a
t

p
a
rticu

la
r w

a
y
”


