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Journalism has always been a vital
thread in Jonathan Aitken’s life.
His “Uncle Max” was none other
than Lord Beaverbrook, who gave
him advice when he was a teenage
reporter, and Aitken went on to be
something of a star hack during
seven years on the Evening
Standard from the mid-1960s.
And, of course, some keen
journalism brought the former
Cabinet Minister’s soaring political
career crashing to the ground in the
’90s after his ill-fated libel action
against The Guardian and
Granada’s World In Action. The
small matter of who paid his £900
Paris Ritz bill forced him to not so
much fall on his sword of truth, but
do a glorious Fosbury Flop onto it,
with that trusty shield slamming
onto his head for good measure.
Seven months of porridge for
perjury, public disgrace, bankruptcy
and divorce all helped Aitken find
God and, ultimately, contentment.
Now 63, the father of four has
happily married again, to Elizabeth,
the late actor Richard Harris’s exwife. He now earns a good living as
an author, freelance journalist and
an ardent deliverer of “out-reach”
talks — speeches with a spiritual
message. He gives more than 100
a year, mostly for free, to a crosssection of audiences.
I meet one of our most famous
penitents at his modest office in
the lodgings block of a church a
short stroll from the Houses of
Parliament. Aitken presents a keen
line in self-deprecation through
stuttery, posh tones and a crooked
smile. The only visible residue of
his long-forgotten political vanity
and propensity to tell porkies is his
incongruously burnished sweep of
hair that has clearly enjoyed a deep
dunking in an unholy font of dye.
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favourable. They very unexpectedly serialised my
book on the psalms and they have printed one or
two articles of mine — one on prison reform — and
have asked me to write again.
Alan Rusbridger and I — and I think this was
not a coincidence — both were up in Hay-on-Wye
last summer for The Guardian’s literary festival, and
we were in the same guesthouse, in adjoining
rooms. We had very pleasant chats, breakfast
together, afternoon tea, and he invited me to
The Guardian party. It was like the entrance of
Banquo’s ghost! But it felt rather good and people
were wonderful. All sensible people want closure
to long ago quarrels. I have no feelings of bitterness
towards The Guardian, that’s genuine, but how do
you actually say that? Well, if you are eating with
the editor and you go to their parties, that is a
pretty good sign.
I also went to the launch party of the Berliner.
I didn’t actually talk to David Leigh [the key
investigations journalist in Aitken’s downfall], but
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“I was the wrong
person, on the
wrong battlefield,
with the wrong
weapons, and the
wrong facts — and
an untruth — to
charge off in that
particular way”
You’ve had a mix of fortunes at the hands of
the media, where do you stand with it all now?
I very much echo a famous remark made by Enoch
Powell: “Politicians who don’t like the press are like
sea captains who don’t like the sea.” The press has
waves, strange currents, wonderful sunshine and
terrible storms. I have been through most of them.
I have had wonderfully favourable articles and I’ve
had the nastiest articles imaginable. I look back on it
all quite peacefully and cheerfully. People sometimes
ask me if I am bitter about the media. Not at all.
I am a bitterness free zone. I just think, in a curious
way, newspapers reflect the British character. We like
to complain about them, but we wouldn’t all go on
buying newspapers the way we do if we didn’t like
them more or less the way they are.
How do you get along with the press generally
and, in particular, The Guardian?
I have no problems anywhere, as far as I know. I have
good relations with The Guardian. Very friendly, very
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AITKEN’S NEWS SCHEDULE
Newspapers
I am still a newspaper junkie.
Every morning I read the Daily
Mail, Herald Tribune, The
Telegraph, The Times. They
are all delivered and I pick up
The Guardian and the Evening
Standard during the day and
will happily read a red-top if
I see one. I have got a
journalist’s curiosity and just
wish I had more time to read.
I like the Tribune for its depth and density of world
coverage. No other paper, with the possible exception
of The Times, really covers world news properly. I read
the Mail first every day. It often makes me splutter —
it’s like a difficult mistress. One moment she is wonderful, the next she’s a difficult child. I actually get
cross with all the papers — bias and sloppy writing
make me angry — but equally I will punch the air and
say “Wonderful” when something is good.
Columnists
Quentin Letts, I think he writes likes a dream. Charles
Moore is terribly good. Polly Toynbee makes me want
to throw up regularly, but I read her. She defies the
I talked to his wife. I sort of nodded at him, but he
turned away. I think with him it may have got very
personal, but I may be maligning him. Certainly,
I have no ill will towards him. It was a fight I am
sorry that got bitter and personal, but it is long ago
in the wash as far as I am concerned.

What headline would you like to
appear on your obituary?
“He found peace after politics”

What question would you never
answer?
Any personal question invading the
private and emotional life of a member
of my family.

Who would you most like to interview?
What question would you ask?
Jesus Christ. And I would ask: “When are
you coming back?”

“Aitken Back in Belmarsh!”. It was not
too bad, but I certainly wouldn’t want to
go back there.

You famously said that there was a “cancer of
bent and twisted journalism” in this country.
It was all very dramatic, but what are your
views now?
Well, I think there actually is a cancer of bent and
twisted journalism around, and that shows up quite
often in all kinds of invented stories. The plain,
blunt truth — if I can argue about it — is The
Guardian were wrong on their principal allegations.
They were right about their lesser allegation — the
Ritz bill — but the pimp and the arms dealing stories
were untrue. If they were true, I wouldn’t mind
saying so at all now. I have committed many sins,
but those aren’t among them.
I was certainly way over the top. Cancer — it’s
a rather emotive word — so I would take that away.
Does bent and twisted journalism go on in this
country? The answer is: Yes. However, I was the
wrong person, on the wrong battlefield, with the
wrong weapons, and the wrong facts — and an
untruth — to charge off in that particular way.
Taking me out of the equation and asking, Is there
too much wrong journalism? There is. However,
I think it is too easy to say it’s all down to the
tabloids. I have seen decent people reduced to tears
by completely untrue stories appearing in The Times
diary. It comes back to the sea analogy: we all like
the sea when it is smooth, sunny and enjoyable. Lots
of journalism is in that category. But there are some
rough and nasty ways, and there are a few pirates
around, too.

FANTASY FLYERS
What would be the Fantasy Headline of
the story you would most like to read?
“Lasting Peace Secured in the Middle
East”. This is the most urgent cause in
world peace, although I do not believe it
is achievable under present conditions.
What would be the Fantasy Headline
involving yourself?
“Media Forgives Aitken”. There are still a
lot of negative and hostile references. It
goes with the territory, but it does not
bother me particularly. There are other
kinds of forgiveness that are many times
more important, but it would be an
amusing headline to see.
What would be the headline you
most dread?

law of averages and is wrong about everything!
Littlejohn is superb, as is Waterhouse. Bruce
Anderson in the Indy, very good. Jonathan Freedland
of The Guardian. Peter Oborne is probably the best
political correspondent, and Bronwen Maddox, the
foreign editor of The Times, is also terrific.

Magazines
Probably, my favourite good
reads for the week are The
Spectator — Paul Johnson
is wonderful and I’m very
fond of Taki — and The
Economist. I subscribe to
both. I also read the oddest
things when I’m passing
a bookshop: Prospect,
Investors Chronicle and
Harpers or Tatler — even if it is only to find out what
my daughters are doing!

Television and Radio
My wife 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 much. I hardly use the web at all, except
for email.

More than a few journalists will choke on that
coming from you. What are you referring to
specifically?
The newest thing that does trouble me is the
amount of pro-active newspaper manipulation,
agent provocateur work. And also digital forgery in
photography. In prison I remember some guys rushing
up and showing me a photograph on the front page
of more than one tabloid that showed my daughter
Victoria talking animatedly with Prince William at
a polo match. I reached my daughter on the phone
later and she said, “Daddy, I was never within 50
yards of Prince William, I never even talked to him.”
They had taken photos and moved them together.
I was appalled.
And towards the end of my sentence, prison
officers who listen in to phone conversations had
heard some inmates and representatives of a tabloid
newspaper talking. They had been offered £40,000 to
give me Rohypnol, then put me in bed nude with
another prisoner, take a photo and say Aitken is gay.
This was the most absurd plot I’d ever heard —
except that it was true.
I was moved for my own protection out of my ‘D’
Category open prison and I spent the last two weeks
in high security. The 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.
But, that said, I also think there is a tremendous
amount of good journalism in our newspapers.

You started out as a journalist and all these
years on you are freelancing, so I imagine you
have some affection for the business.
Yes, indeed. Journalism offered me a way of keeping
body and soul together after release. I was wiped out
by bankruptcy. I am rather like a taxi driver these
days — I am for hire and I rather like the excitement
of suddenly being asked to write a piece. My real
living is made as an author, and my professional focus
in life is trying to write some good books.
My first job in newspapers — unbelievably, but
I kid you not — was as assistant tennis and funerals
correspondent on the East Anglian Daily Times. I was
17 or 18 and I loved it. I was very much the junior
dogsbody, but it taught me a lot about accuracy —
such as getting mourners’ names right and the score
in minor county tennis matches.

Lord Beaverbrook was your great uncle
(Aitken’s grandfather’s younger brother).
What are your valued memories of him,
journalism wise?
I was very close to him in the last years of his life
while I was at Oxford [University]. He was in his
80s. He was a terrific character, with a capital ‘C’.
Even in old age he kept a teleprinter by his
armchair and a hotline to the Daily Express. He
would read something, then pick up the phone

|pressgazette.co.uk|05.05.06| 19

by Rob McGibbon

No interview would be
complete without
some discreet product
placement. We aim to be
a bit more up front, so feel
free to pull The Blatant Plug…
Heroes and Contemporaries (out
on 10 May, £18.99) is a book of
revealing profiles featuring famous
people Aitken has known well,
including Lord Beaverbrook
and Margaret Thatcher.

and say [Aitken adopts a pretty decent gruff
Canadian accent]: “Who is in charge of the
clattering train today?”
I was a rather politically and journalistically
precocious teenager, and he liked that. I would ask
what makes a good story and he would say [cue
accent]: “Always stick to the facts… always put
somebody’s age in the first paragraph… put some
sparkle into your writing.” He used to say things such
as, “Good journalism should comfort the afflicted
and afflict the comfortable,” and “A good reporter
can make the announcement ‘Lord Jones is dead’ and
make it interesting to people who never knew Lord
Jones was alive.” He was full of these things.
Notes would arrive that had been transcribed from
his dictaphone and they would be things such as:
“A word to my great nephew Jonathan. I have read
your article in Isis (the Oxford student magazine). It
is promising, but you did not mention the age of Miss
Jones. You need more colour in your descriptions and
you must not let your opinions interfere with the
facts. Nevertheless, I am pleased with your good
effort. You may make a writer one day.”
He also gave me this advice not long before he
died: “Don’t be a dull man like your father. Go out
and stir up mischief.” I probably took a bit too
much of that advice.

You were a respected journalist on the Evening
Standard. Why didn’t you stick with that
career? It may have been a wiser choice.
I was in love with journalism, but rather like you
are in love with girls you know you won’t marry.
It was not a driving ambition. My long-term
matrimonial thoughts were probably always on
politics.
I was in Vietnam on and off for a year — during
’67 and ’68 — and I got some great stories, but,
curiously, I remember trudging through some swamp,
bullets flying, with a lot of other journalists in their
40s. I was in my 20s and I knew I would rather be
out there influencing events when I got into my
40s, rather than reporting them.

The fact that you found God during your downfall was greeted rather sniffily in some quarters
of the media. How do you feel about that?
I think it has been reported fairly and cynically. But
I am pretty relaxed about that because I am rather
sympathetic to the cynics, in the sense that if I was
in a slightly different era I would feel rather cynical
about some colleague who had got into trouble and
suddenly found God and was now peaceful and
happy. I don’t worry about it because, if you believe
what I believe, you think there is an all-knowing,
all-seeing God and He will know if anyone is
genuine or phoney. I hope to please the audience
of One, not the media or other audiences.

When you consider how happy you are now,
don’t you think The Guardian actually did you
a favour and saved you?
Yes, well, I really do feel grateful to God. Even, I am
grateful to The Guardian newspaper, because without
all these — what seemed at the time — shattering
blows, I would not have changed course in life and
I would certainly be a much less contented and
fulfilled person. So, I do say, Thank you God… and,
P.S., thank you Guardian!
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Jonathan, do you mind me asking where your
sword and trusty shield are these days?
Oh, I’m glad to say they are safely thrown away now!
When I see my “sword of truth” speech on TV,
I think, “Gosh, who is that arrogant berk up there?”
All those things will no doubt always be with me,
they will be in my obituary and there is nothing
I can do about it. I have had endless jokes, but
I am very relaxed about it.
I think my huge mistake — apart from telling a lie
— was to take it (the Guardian allegations) seriously
and to get all upset in a very aggressive and prideful
way. I think if I had just said, “I really don’t think
anybody who is not on The Guardian’s editorial staff
believes that I am a pimp or an arms dealer,” I could
have left it at what I call a dignified denial and not
got all excited and furious and made a great
statement.

