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Introduction


‘Journalism is the only job that requires no degrees,
no diplomas and no specialised knowledge of any kind.’

Patrick Campbell



I have been a freelance writer since 26 June 1988, when I was twenty-seven. I had left my last real job the day before, in some relief, having decided that the longer I could avoid having to get another real job, the happier I would be. Some people are suited to office life, with its endless meetings, its stationery cupboards and the huge, never-ending task of trying to destroy your rivals’ careers. But it wasn’t for me. I had been working for a kids’ computer magazine, which was excellent training for a writing life – we had to churn the words out, as though on a production line – but poor for mental and physical health. Never, before or since, have I drunk as much lager as I did in the eighteen months I was there. It was three pints at lunchtime and vats of the stuff in the evening, with a shocking hangover in the morning and a large bottle of Lucozade before I could even hope to function. But although I was banging out words by the tens of thousands every week, I was also earning more in the evenings and at the weekend from my freelance career, so it was time to move on. I have never looked back, until now.

This book has come about for two reasons. One is that, in the intervening years, I have written untold millions of words, and for a long time I wondered whether any of them were any good. A friend of mine, a much more eminent writer than I, told me a while ago that he had started putting together a greatest hits of journalism, only to find that even his best stuff simply wasn’t up to scratch. But he has always dashed off his journalism, proud of his ability to produce a thousand words in less than an hour and earn hundreds of pounds while I was probably staring out of the window, eating biscuits. His books, he says, are the real work, sweated over and forged in the white-hot crucible of his creativity. I am less fluent and have always had to work hard on everything I do. I’m not sure my books are as good as his, but I thought my journalism might be better. Writing and compiling this book seemed a good way of finding out.

The other reason is that non-writers and aspiring writers have often asked me how I got started, how my career has panned out, what it’s like doing what I do. People are intrigued by writers’ lives, even the lives of jobbing craftsmen like me who can’t believe that they have managed to keep going, doing something they love, for as long as they have. We read all the time about the lives of great writers, thinking their magnificent, beautiful thoughts while lying on chaises longues and eating grapes, pausing only to dash off a few words of brilliance before rushing out to address the Royal Society. Whereas I sit in a first-and-second-floor maisonette in north London, far too small for the four of us who live here, pausing occasionally to do the washing-up. I write mainly in the morning, usually in my dressing gown, because I’m too idle and distracted to get dressed. I should probably admit here that I own more dressing gowns than suits, by a score of three to two. (A thick one for winter, a thin one for summer, an intermediate one for autumn and spring.)

So on the face of it, this has been a deeply boring life, in which almost nothing has happened: a bit like most people’s in that respect. Nonetheless, my freelance career has spanned interesting times for writers. The massive expansion of newspapers and magazines in the late 1980s and early 1990s made a freelance career like mine possible, as did the swift improvement of technology. When Mrs Thatcher died in 2013, I spontaneously rejoiced, and contemplated arranging a street party. Having announced something to this effect on social media, I was roundly admonished by a fellow writer, a man so voluble and right wing his wife has since left him and his children cross the road to avoid him. I should be ashamed of myself, he said. Without Mrs Thatcher and her economic reforms, my career would have been impossible. I wasn’t worthy to lick her boots. I should be worshipping at her shrine, yadda yadda yadda. I blocked him and got on with putting up the flags and bunting.

I actually think that my career wouldn’t have been possible without the Apple Macintosh. I am not a bad writer, but I am a practised rewriter. Desktop and laptop computers, on which you can hone your prose until it squeaks, enabled me to make a living. I once tried to write on a typewriter, and I couldn’t do it. Sentences do not form spontaneously in my mind. Not even that one did. Also, writing on a typewriter gave me appalling finger-ache. The muscles in my fingers, if there are any, weren’t strong enough to take such a battering. Old-style journalists must have had fingers that positively bulged.

The golden years of journalism couldn’t last and, of course, they didn’t. In the past few years the internet has dealt a mortal blow to print. It’s much harder now to conduct a successful career as a writer for magazines and newspapers than it used to be. The money isn’t there, and most of the jobs are being done in-house by seventeen-year-old interns who think a semi-colon is a type of rodent. Many writers of my acquaintance have, in the customary euphemism, ‘left the industry’. Some are now teaching journalism, while one or two may have starved to death. I have a regular pub lunch with a couple of writer friends, at which we all complain about money and pretend we are going back home afterwards to do some work, rather than have a nap. I asked them, how many actual full-time writers do you think there are in this country, i.e. people who make a living purely from their words? We were not counting anyone who has a real job, even if it’s an editorial job, anyone who has family money, and anyone who has a rich spouse. This last qualification counted out one of the three of us, but it left the other two. We all thought for a few moments, and the highest number anyone came up with was two thousand. It was just a guess, but I think it’s a high guess. Under a thousand would be more like it. Five hundred might be nearer the mark. Is two hundred too many?

(On further reflection we decided this was no bad thing. The fewer writers there are left, the more work there is for us. Writers aren’t very nice people.)

This book, then, has two functions: to act as a personal memoir of an intriguing era, and to see whether much of my old stuff bears up. In the interest of fairness, I have put in several pieces that I know aren’t much good. I suppose we need to show growth or improvement, partly because all writers are creatures of ego who think, probably wrongly, that the work they did yesterday was the best thing they have ever done. I have written a lot over the years about pop music, and it seems to me that pop musicians are always aware when their best years have been, because those are the songs that everyone wants to hear at live concerts. No wonder they all take drugs and kill themselves. Fancy having had one hit in 1978 and then having to play it every single night for the next fifty years.

Writers don’t usually have to worry about their past. They never read their old work so they have no idea whether they have got worse or better. When people tell them what they think of their work, most of them have a filter system, built into the mighty stone ramparts of their well-defended egos: they hear praise, and listen to it, and own it; and they disregard all hostile criticism, although curiously they often remember the names of anyone who has been horrible to them in print, and vow to do them down eventually. I can still remember the name of the man who gave me my first bad review in 1980. I’ll get him sooner or later, if he and I are still alive.

It is a strange life, and no mistake. We may look normal enough, and occasionally we even behave normally, but normal we are not. Virginia Woolf has a glorious passage in her novel Orlando about a character who is trying to write:


Anyone moderately familiar with the rigours of composition will not need to be told the story in detail; how he wrote and it seemed good; read and it seemed vile; corrected and tore up; cut out; put in; was in ecstasy; in despair; had his good nights and bad mornings; snatched at ideas and lost them; saw his book plain before him and it vanished; acted his people’s parts as he ate; mouthed them as he walked; now cried; now laughed; vacillated between this style and that; now preferred the heroic and pompous; next the plain and simple; now the vales of Tempe; then the fields of Kent or Cornwall; and could not decide whether he was the divinest genius or the greatest fool in the world.



Or both. Possibly at the same time.


OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
MARCUS BERKMANN

CRAIG BROWN

B)
:





OEBPS/images/pub.png
Little, Brown





