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CHAPTER ONE

A SUSSEX LAD

The year was 1965, and the Swinging Sixties were well under way: The Beatles and The Rolling Stones were battling it out for the title of Greatest-Ever Rock Band, while society was being turned on its head. Now the age of deference was over and a new egalitarian Britain was born, one that was to replace a keen interest in the lives of the aristocracy with an insatiable appetite for the world of the celebrity. And, on 30 March 1965, a child entered the world who would make a spectacular career on the back of that enthusiasm for celebrity before eventually becoming one himself: Piers Stefan Morgan had arrived. Legend has it that he was named after the brewery heir and privateer motor-racing driver Piers Courage – certainly he would go on to lead a similarly tumultuous life.

Not that he was known as Piers Morgan back then; rather, he was Piers Stefan O’Meara, the first of the two children of Eamon Vincent (a dentist) and Gabrielle O’Meara. His younger brother Jeremy arrived shortly afterwards. ‘Vincent’, as he was known, would die before his son was one year old. ‘When he died, I had a very strong mother and grandmother looking after me, being extra-strong for me and loving me unconditionally,’ Piers later recalled. ‘My mother has always encouraged her four children [she went on to have two more with her second husband] to live their dreams. If we’ve ever been in trouble, she’s defended us like a lioness.’ In fact, Vincent passed away tragically early, at thirty-one; he had been in a car accident and died in the ambulance taking him away from the wreckage.

Piers Morgan’s public persona has been a rumbustious one; never afraid of controversy, happy to participate in feuds and always giving as good as he gets. He comes across as extremely brash, something which caused quite a few people to dislike him at one stage in his career, although he calmed down considerably once he made the move from the medium of the printed word to television. Yet there was tragedy in his life from a very early age: to lose a father so young was a terrible sadness. Although he was lucky enough to acquire a stepfather, with whom he became really close, Piers has more in common with the celebrities who tell him about their own problems on ITV’s Piers Morgan’s Life Stories than would at first seem obvious. What’s more, he can be far more sympathetic than anyone might expect.

But Piers’ relationship with his mother was strong and this was to see him through the most difficult times until she married for the second time and provided him with a father figure. Although born and brought up in Sussex, he actually has a more international background. Technically, he is one-quarter English, three-quarters Irish (with a little Spanish thrown in): his mother Gabrielle Oliver was born in Battle, Sussex in the 1940s, to Matthew Dudgeon Oliver and Edith Margot Cantopher, who later divorced. Their story is typical of Britain at that time: a life spent in the Colonies, specifically India. Piers’ maternal great-grandfather William Joseph Cantopher was born in the province of Deccan in 1891. William’s father Bernard was a London University-educated civil engineer, who worked in Berhampore, Murshadibad and Bengal; William later returned to Britain in 1911, where he worked as a stockbroker. He married Edith Mary Kelly, also of Irish descent.

William and Edith had a daughter, Edith Margot, who married Matthew Dudgeon Oliver (who, just to complicate matters, was the son of John Dudgeon Oliver, who was born in China), and it was Matthew, Piers’ grandfather, who would go on to work on the Sunday People newspaper. Other ancestors have been traced back to Spain and Scotland. Mostly due to this Irish background, the majority of Piers’ forebears are Catholic but there is some Presbyterianism in there, too.

When Piers was still a toddler, his artist mother remarried a man with the rather splendid name of Glynne Pughe-Morgan, from whom he took his surname. The couple went on to have two children, Rupert and Charlotte. Indeed, it was only when he started to make his way as a journalist that Piers dropped the ‘Pughe’ to make himself seem more egalitarian. In truth, however, his was a privileged background – to begin with, at least.

As an adult, he developed a healthy respect for his brother Jeremy, who went on to serve in the Army (eventually rising to Lieutenant Colonel) but during their childhood the two battled constantly, as small boys will. ‘Piers used to torment me and physically bully me when we were small,’ Jeremy later told the Sunday Times’ ‘Relative Values’. ‘I remember him hitting me over the head repeatedly with a small, rubber yellow hammer. My mother couldn’t leave us alone. Later on, he’d bully me psychologically – niggle, niggle, niggle – until I got into a rage and beat him to a pulp. He fought like a girl, so he was easy to overcome.’

Piers remembers something similar. ‘My brother wasn’t the most quick-witted of spanners,’ he told the Sunday Times. ‘He had a very short fuse; I found it amusing to light it and watch it explode. We were very competitive and my mother did everything to stop us fighting. I’ve just always loved verbal combat; my whole family are like that – rebellious, into debating and feuding. We’re Irish Catholics. It gets fiery. I love it.’

Of course, the two are extremely close in age and it was clear, listening to both of them, that they were extremely pugnacious. Neither has ever been afraid of a tussle, albeit in very different fields: Piers in the world of celebrity and Jeremy out on the battlefield. But the existence of a younger brother was to give Piers a moral authority in later years, something he couldn’t have dreamed about back then: when he was criticised for apparently not supporting the War on Iraq while he was editor of the Mirror. In his defence, he could point out that his own brother was serving in the Army and, naturally, he backed our boys; it was just the field in which they were fighting that he didn’t like.

But the journalism bug bit very young, as did the bad habits that famously go along with it. ‘I was really into newspapers at five or six, and used to point out the headlines that grabbed me,’ Piers revealed in an interview with the Independent. ‘I learned to read through the papers; whether this is good or bad, I have yet to work out. My parents ran the Griffin Inn and at Fletching C of E Primary, near Lewes, East Sussex, I was one of the few kids who every night went to the local pub. Ever since then, as a journalist, I have staggered to the pub after work.’

Indeed, he did more than that, helping his parents run their business from a very young age. ‘I used to do the bottling up at 5am, then come to school,’ he revealed in later years. ‘I used to get in trouble for that [at school]. I think they thought I had an alcohol problem as a child.’

He maintains this is where his somewhat brash personality began to develop. Pubs are not places for quiet people and the young Piers was forced to fight to get heard. He succeeded, and began to develop a trademark style from an early age. ‘I was always very cocky and noisy in the pub,’ he admits. ‘I loved holding forth, hearing the sound of my own voice, and a lot of people found it amusing so I just carried on.’ It was a philosophy he was to continue into later life.

And he was a clever boy; although Piers would never shine academically, his achievements have been enough to defeat many a lesser man and required a good deal of native wit, something he possessed right from the start. ‘Piers was unusually bright: at four he was reading Tolkien,’ his brother Jeremy recalled. ‘Later, he was into newspapers and Arsenal Football Club. I liked rugby, fishing and Commando magazine. We led independent lives, apart from cricket: we played it endlessly in our garden in Sussex. We became known at Sussex County Cricket ground – Imran Khan even invited us to the nets to bowl at him.’

Again, a reference to ‘newspapers’, something that was to surface repeatedly in stories about Piers’ early life, and another early clue to his eventual destiny was that his birth father had also once been a journalist, although Piers did not discover this until he himself was an adult. It was on a visit to Ireland, where both sides of the family originated, that this came to light. ‘There I was in the middle of southern Ireland in a place called Banagher and all these people came up to me, who had known my father,’ Piers told The Times. ‘His mother persuaded him to become a dentist because there was more money and security and all that, but it was interesting to find out that it’s obviously in the blood, you know.’ Indeed, it was there on both sides – his mother’s father was a ‘proper investigative journalist’ on the Sunday People in the 1970s and it was this connection that would first introduce him to the world he was to dominate.

Piers always considered his stepfather Glynne to be his true father and emphasises that he treated him as if he were his own son. ‘You know, he’s been absolutely incredible,’ he later said. ‘He took on two young boys when he was in his twenties and did a great job for us. All four of us children had a lovely upbringing and a lot of fun. It wasn’t privileged and we didn’t have much money, but we had a great time.’

Another important family member was Piers’ grandmother Margot, who looked after the children on a day-to-day basis while his parents ran the Griffin Inn. ‘Unbelievably long hours, catering to maybe 200 people a day,’ was how Piers described it. Within the family, Margot was known as ‘Grande’, and she and Piers have maintained an extremely close relationship; he has since dedicated one of his books to her and also moved his grandmother into one of his properties when she got older.

Gabrielle had a fair bit to contend with, not least because her son displayed an aptitude for the profession he was to make his own from early on. ‘I was always incredibly nosy and fascinated by news,’ he told the Independent in 2008. ‘I also loved reading papers from a very early age. My mother remembers me pointing to a headline about a rape case when I was six and asking: “Mum, what does it mean when it says this girl was raped?” Quite a tricky enquiry to navigate for any parent.’ But she managed, and Piers continued to be fascinated by news and how it was reported in the press.

Perhaps rather surprisingly to some, given the rough-and-tumble nature of the world he was to come to inhabit, first in journalism and then in show business, Piers was brought up a practising Catholic and attended church regularly. Further, he was given instruction in the religion by nuns, something he enjoyed.

‘I don’t want to overdo my devoutness because I think a proper devout Catholic would see me as pretty lapsed – it’s just that my whole family, apart from my dad, are believers and that’s the way we were brought up,’ he told The Times. ‘You’d just go along [to the nuns] and chat for an hour, and I liked the purity of the nuns and their pure view of life and the world. It was nice. I don’t think that I’ve led such a pure life as those nuns, no. But I thought there was an idealistic side to them that was rather nice, you know. Always looking for the good in people is a nice trait to have.’

It was pretty much the polar opposite of what he himself would go on to do, but it hinted again at the more empathetic side of his character that was to make him an excellent interviewer once his television career proper took off.

Up to the age of seven, Piers attended Fletching Primary School in his home village, where he later recalled winning the ‘Christmas decoration on your head’ competition, before moving to Cumnor House and then Chailey, near Lewes in West Sussex. It was a bit of a comedown: Cumnor House was a private school, while Chailey was a comprehensive, but he coped with the change. ‘I was very happy in my schools,’ he recalled. ‘I bounced between the two types of education; at seven, after the local primary, I went to a fee-paying prep school three miles away – Cumnor House – and was a boarder between eleven and thirteen. I noticed there was more money and it was better resourced. And there was daily sport – brilliant! A kid tossed a jar of magnesium into the swimming pool and blew it up. Although I’m now involved with the npower Climate Cops Campaign, in those days we weren’t really aware of the environment, but I do remember thinking, that’s not the most environment-friendly thing!’

In fact, his tone veered wildly when discussing his education; he found the transition from private to state school quite traumatic and had to endure some bullying, more of which below.

The young Piers was fairly typical in his television and radio tastes back then. Later, as an adult, he was asked what programmes he had enjoyed. ‘Thunderbirds, Dallas, Dukes of Hazzard, Morecambe and Wise, Selina Scott and all the big boxing fights,’ he told the Independent. ‘Try getting your shrink to analyse that little lot! As for radio, I used to pretend to my schoolmates that I listened to John Peel, but of course listened instead to Peter Powell – who has transformed himself into one of the most successful talent agents in the country (well, he has to be, he manages me).’

It was standard fare for the 1960s and 70s, and revealed both mainstream tastes and a solid Middle England background. One of the secrets to Piers’ success in all aspects of his life, from outrage over the Iraq War to his judging on ITV’s Britain’s Got Talent, is that he understands exactly what his audience/readership is thinking – because he is one of them.

Writing held an appeal from early on. When Piers was just fifteen, he wrote his first piece, a 1,500-word article about his village cricket team’s visit to Malta for the Mid Sussex Times. For this, he was paid £15. ‘I was so excited that I framed the cheque,’ he later revealed on finding his forte. From then on, it was obvious what he planned to do.

And his education, after the local primary school, first at a private school and then a state one, was to stand him in good stead, as he admitted in a more positive reflection on his schooling. Both he and Jeremy completed their education that way round (whereas his two younger siblings attended state school first and were then educated privately) and he felt the experience had done him a power of good. ‘I think my education was, in many ways, perfect,’ he declared. ‘I went to a great prep school until I was thirteen and then I got my snobbish creases ironed out [at Chailey, near Lewes], where some of the kids did give me a hard time for being a posh twit.’ His younger siblings suffered a lot of snobbery, he says, having come from the state sector.

This was, however, a more positive spin on events than he has portrayed at other times, as some bullying was taking place. The two boys in question had been taught to box in Canada. ‘The first couple of punches when he smacked me in the face were really bad,’ Piers told The Times, ‘but after that I became completely immune to the pain and didn’t feel anything else. And I think that’s not bad as a template for life, really – the first couple of blows hurt, and then after that it’s fine. And you just have to keep in there, fighting.’

In fact, the young Piers had more to deal with than he later liked to let on. In another interview, some years later, he admitted that it really hurt. Nor was it just a matter of a little kicking and punching. His new schoolmates labelled him ‘Piss Puke Moron’ (in later life, Private Eye magazine picked up on the ‘Moron’ tag, too), and he suddenly found himself in a very different educational world to the one he had just left. ‘That was a big moment – and quite tough,’ he explained. ‘It upset my mum to have to do it, but we just ran out of money. Suddenly, to be yanked out of that gilded existence, with all your friends going to Eton and Westminster School, and you’re going to the local comp, was a tricky time to navigate so I always understood the value of money and its precarious nature. Sometimes you have quite a lot of it, and the next moment, you haven’t. Your life can be affected accordingly and moments like that do toughen you up.’

Indeed, given the fact that he was to run into trouble some years later on the back of what was seen as dubious share dealing (although there has never been any evidence of wrongdoing), it’s easy to conclude this early brush with penury made him slightly reckless in some of his financial dealings, but he would still end up a rich man.

However much he might be able to laugh it off as an adult, the change of school was his second major childhood trauma. First, he had lost his father and now a change in his family’s financial status meant that he lost out on the education for which he had seemed destined. Again, these early life experiences testify to a far more complex character than the one Piers likes to exude; he was forced to learn to cope, to bounce back and deal with altered circumstances. Nothing in his world could be taken for granted – perhaps other than the affection of his family – and, again, that brash exterior was as much a shield as anything else. He had to grow a thicker skin – and fast – if he was to survive this new, tougher environment and, as far back as that, he rose to the challenge and found he could cope.

His brother Jeremy also remembers going through a tough time. ‘There were four of us children and my father could not educate us all privately, so Piers and I left our prep school for a comprehensive,’ he said. ‘Piers is a chameleon and he made friends with the largest boys there, who protected him. I found it harder to adjust. It was a good school, though, and we both did well.’

According to Piers, his brother was the one who protected him from even more of the toughness, albeit unwittingly. ‘We both went to the local comp, where you’d get these skinheads who’d want to rearrange your face, so it was useful to say: “I’m not available for a fight, but my brother is,”’ he told the Sunday Times. ‘He got into scrapes and a lot of people used to wind him up. I’m not absolving myself from tormenting Jeremy, but he did have a volatile temper that manifested itself in extreme violence. The closer the British Army came to seizing his personage, the better for everyone.’

The boys were pretty self-sufficient, too, earning pocket money from a young age. ‘We had a job share, filling bags with mushroom compost,’ Jeremy recalls. ‘We could make £6 per hour, split two ways. But Piers never liked getting his hands dirty, whereas I was always happy to get stuck in. I’m cautious, Piers thrives on risk. He managed to get us into the Members’ Enclosure at the Oval when we were kids. We’d actually got into the commentators’ box when Richie Benaud caught us and chased us out. We’re different in our tastes in girls, too: Piers always liked skinny blondes and I’ve gone for more voluptuous brunettes.’

There were many other positive aspects to his life, too; all the early signs that Piers was being drawn to the written word continued to evolve during the course of his childhood and as he grew into his teens. In hindsight, it’s easy to see it was inevitable that he should become a journalist, although at the time no one quite realised what greatness lay ahead.

‘I remember getting a prize for handwriting; I had very good Italic handwriting,’ Piers told the Independent. ‘Now it’s appalling, like a doctor’s. I loved English and reading; I always liked non-fiction: biographies, stories of successful people. When I went to Chailey Comprehensive, they thought I was so far ahead in French that, at fourteen, I took the O-level and got a D. I retook it at fifteen and got a B, then retook it at sixteen to get an A. I then took the A-level and was awarded an O-level pass! So, I got four O-level passes in French. I got nine O-levels (more if you include my multiple French results).’ Even so, it wasn’t quite the same as his younger days. It wasn’t just the fact that he had to get used to being called names and involved in rough housing; to put it bluntly, standards were not exactly what he was used to either.

‘Chailey is one of the better comprehensives, but still had games only once a week,’ he remembers. ‘It had very good teachers: Miss Jones and Mr Shepherd together taught me the power of English language, literature and history. Mr Shepherd also taught Latin, but I was never much use.’

He would certainly go on to flex the power of the English language, not just as a newspaper editor but as a television presenter, too. That, however, was still some decades off.

The next educational establishment that Piers attended was Lewes Priory sixth-form college, where he began to prove that he was perhaps not all that academically inclined. ‘When I went on to Lewes Priory sixth-form college, they made you take another O-level while you were doing your A-levels,’ he remembers. ‘I did Italian, hoping that my Latin would help, but they said they had never had a student who, after taking Latin, had done so badly in Italian: I got a U – ungraded!’ This information was paraded with typical panache, though: when Piers failed at something, and he was to encounter a good many setbacks in later life, he made a joke out of it. He was a natural fighter and had been from a young age.

Piers had happy memories of his later school years, however – or at least he said he did. ‘I was probably most fond of Mr Freeman, who taught history A-level,’ he revealed. ‘He was cruel, but fair. “Your boy is a buffoon,” was his entire report to my parents one year. He probably thinks subsequent events have borne him out. It was a great school, a hotbed of rock music and gambling. I ran three-card brag games in the common room and we played bridge (weird for seventeen-year-olds). I got an A in English, a B in history and a C in French [retake]. It was wine, women and song (all my schools were co-ed), a perfect background for a journalism course.’

Even so, the course was not exactly his first choice. That C grade in French was a retake; had he passed the exam first time around, he would have gone to Warwick University, but then the world might never have heard of Susan Boyle.

Immediately after leaving school, the young Piers spent a short time with Lloyd’s of London, the insurance specialists. This was, after all, the early 1980s: the time of the yuppie, the brick-sized mobile phone and the Stock Exchange’s ‘Big Bang’, when an awful lot of young men and women worked in finance before moving on to what they really wanted to do. Piers later said he found it ‘boring’, but this seemed, briefly, to be the life for which his background had prepared him: a double-barrelled surname, an early stint at public school and the desire to make money. He was also an admirer of Margaret Thatcher and voted for her as soon as he became eligible to do so: ‘I thought she was a great leader for most of her reign, but then, like most of them, she went slightly potty,’ he later declared.

But that stint at Lloyd’s was to last less than two years. A great many yuppies were to discover that their real interest lay elsewhere and, with Piers, it didn’t take too long. Besides, journalism already had him within its grasp. Courtesy of his grandfather, there was some family background in the profession and Piers had also experienced the thrill of having his first piece published and seeing his words in print. Now it was just a question of learning how to do things properly, and so he was off to journalism school.

‘The Journalism Centre at Harlow College had a very good NCTJ one-year course, with 1,000 applicants for 50-plus places,’ he remembers. ‘There were 51 girls and two of the five blokes lived in London so weren’t around much: 17:1! My shorthand was up to 100 words a minute; I’d be a very good secretary. Studying the law of libel and slander was very useful. Everyone on that course got a job on a local newspaper. I was the last because I insisted on London – I’d been told the stories were juiciest in London and could be sold to the national papers. I had been going to Warwick University but liked the lure of the bright lights of journalism. I’d like my kids to go to university.’

And he had to pay his own way; Piers’ family might have been slightly upper-crust but they were not rich (he’d already had to change schools) and they could not afford to fund his education further without him contributing something. In the summer he would work logging trees for £35 a day. ‘I developed very large forearms and nearly died when a giant conifer fell the wrong way and missed my head by three inches,’ he later revealed.

Relations with his brother improved massively (as well as foreshadowing another famous Piers Morgan stance). ‘Once I left home at 18 to join the Army, we became closer,’ Jeremy told the Sunday Times. ‘Piers left home before me, to work at Lloyd’s in London, then to do journalism at Harlow College. I’d been stationed in Northern Ireland, the Balkans and Bosnia before I went to Basra in 2004; Piers was editing the Mirror then. He was adamant we shouldn’t go to war; I was adamant we should, to rid the world of Saddam and WMD [Weapons of Mass Destruction]. I used to call Piers a “cheese-eating surrender monkey”.’

Many journalists begin by plying their trade on local newspapers and that is exactly what happened next. Piers left Harlow to work at the Surrey and South London Newspaper Group, where he was a reporter on the South London Press. Humble as it sounds, this kind of background – learning how to dig up stories and make such mundane events such as the village fête sound interesting – can prove an invaluable training. Not that he had much to do with local events; it might have been a provincial newspaper, but it was in the nation’s capital city and so, from early on, Piers reported on major news. He was finding out about real life stories, too.

This was the time of the Brixton riots, which Piers covered for the Streatham and Tooting News. It was also his job to interview a prostitute. ‘Your life must be terrible,’ he told her.

What are you talking about?’ came the indignant reply. ‘How often do you get your leg over every week? I love it, and I love the nice fur coat and the nice flat. How dare you patronise me like that!’

It was a spirited reaction, and also proved that Piers had a gift for getting people to make revealing, sometimes outrageous comments. The experience proved invaluable; it was ‘a brilliant insight’, he said into not pre-judging any given situation and also taught him how to get a story.

‘The number-one thing I look for in any journalist is charm,’ he said in later years. ‘It’s not best results, it’s not a university degree, it’s not anything. If they can come into my office and charm me, they can charm anyone.’

He was on his way.


CHAPTER TWO

BIZARRE

Piers Morgan was a young man with a lot of energy that would soon stand him in good stead. Already he was doing well, learning his trade on the local South London Press, but he also showed a knack for making the most of his situation that would pitch him into a role on one of the most successful newspapers of the day.

‘He was a natural,’ explained Joan Mulcaster, then associate editor of the Sutton Herald. ‘He was very, very bright, and right from the start he grasped what the job required. He had this knack of being able to get old ladies to talk to him. Once he was sent on a story, he was sure to succeed.’ The only problem, according to Mulcaster, was that Piers didn’t get on with the then editor, ‘because he was too good, and he knew it.’ He was clearly destined for greater things.

There was the hard news angle for a start, which began with the Brixton riots. ‘I saw the pressure building in communities,’ Piers told The Times in 1999. ‘There’s a similar situation now. I think there’ll be real payback. In the cities you have got total lawlessness on the streets. It’s not necessarily there in the figures, but in terms of an underclass of kids abandoned by the establishment and by their fathers in some cases. The gangs are all they have. Thirty kids stabbed on the streets of London last year doesn’t tell me crime is getting any better.’

As well as interviewing colourful locals, he was sharp enough to see that celebrities who did pantomime at Wimbledon’s theatre – among them Cliff Richard, Rowan Atkinson and Frank Bruno – were of interest to a far wider audience than those served by the paper he was working on. It wasn’t long before he secured little chats with them, wrote them up into a story and then sold them on to the national press.

He started doing the odd shift for the national papers, too, after Joan Mulcaster introduced him to a former Sutton Herald reporter, Kevin O’Sullivan, who was now working for the Sun. ‘You don’t want to touch the shit I’m writing,’ O’Sullivan told him, but Piers, who was made of sterner stuff, responded, ‘I’m not too proud.’ And so it was that he found himself doing the odd shift on Britain’s biggest-selling daily (and dropping the ‘Pughe’ part of his surname – he said it made his by-line too long, but in fact it was completely out of character with working for the Sun).

And it wasn’t long before he came to the attention of Kelvin MacKenzie, then editor of the Sun. At the time, MacKenzie was one of the best-known and most influential editors; his Sun was responsible for such headlines as STICK IT UP YOUR JUNTA, FREDDIE STARR ATE MY HAMSTER AND UP YOURS, DELORS. MacKenzie, too, had a brash personality which made itself felt in the newspaper he ran. In short, there could be no better place for a fiercely ambitious journalist with the popular touch to begin making his name.

MacKenzie quickly hired Piers, and after a year he became editor of the ‘Bizarre’ column and displayed a gift for self-promotion that took even fellow journalists by surprise. It was a time of massive change: the late eighties was seeing considerably less interest in the established fodder of the gossip columns, the aristocracy (with the enormous exception of Diana, Princess of Wales), and far more excitement about celebrities. ‘Bizarre’, launched several years earlier by another extremely colourful and brilliant journalist, John Blake, was a gossip column focusing on celebrities and was to kick-start a spectacular career.

What Piers did was breathtakingly simple: he put himself in the photo with the stars. Instead of just photographing a pop star talking about his latest single, he would run a picture of himself talking to the star about his latest single. This manoeuvre had two outcomes: it put Piers on the same level as the pop star, making him out to be another member of the star’s celebrity world, while at the same time causing him to become massively recognisable to readers. Few journalists ever become visible to the wider world outside their immediate profession and become famous in their own right, but Kelvin MacKenzie had achieved this and now his young protégé was having a go at it, too.

According to Piers, it was all Kelvin’s idea, and started with a picture of him with Bros, the pop-star duo who were famous at the time. ‘I was amazed when Kelvin used the picture giant-sized on the centre spread,’ he said. ‘That was when he said to me, “Right, get alongside all the stars. I don’t care how you do it, just do it.” All I did was carry it out.

‘I became the Friend of the Stars, a rampant egomaniac, pictured all the time with famous people – Madonna, Stallone, Bowie, Paul McCartney – hundreds of them,’ he continued. ‘It was shameless as they didn’t know me from Adam. The Sun had had a bad time after losing an action with Elton John, but this was harmless and funny. The publicity people from the record companies were all in on the joke. I got a letter one day from someone on HMS Campbeltown, saying I was appalling. Everyone on board got in a rage when they saw my face – so I printed that letter in full, in the column. I had four great years, travelling the world.’

And the stars themselves were usually only too happy to play along. They knew the deal: they were getting as much publicity as anyone, which could only benefit their careers and it certainly wasn’t doing anyone any harm. On one occasion, Piers was shown presenting a platinum disc to Gloria Estefan: ‘We should be giving you this, Piers, after all the support you have given us over the last two years,’ said Gloria’s husband, Emilio.

‘Thanks for everything,’ added Gloria. ‘You and the Sun have been wonderful to us.’

‘As I pointed out to rock’s most charming couple,’ wrote Piers, ‘that’s what friends are for.’

And it was all down to MacKenzie. The two men formed an instant bond. Piers went on to describe him (accurately) as a ‘dangerous genius’, while Kelvin encouraged his twenty-three-year-old hot shot to come up with outrageous stories and to push himself in the frame alongside whoever he was interviewing. ‘The headline instantly became “Piers Morgan 687pt, Bizarre 4pt”,’ Kelvin said in later years, referring to the size of Piers’ by-line compared to that of the column itself, but his editor was happy with what he was doing, as was Piers himself. It was also at this stage that Piers first made the acquaintance of Max Clifford, one of the best-known publicists of the age and with whom he was to have many dealings in the years ahead.

It was this trio – Piers, Kelvin and Max – who came up with one bombshell after another. ‘What was different about that period was that the Sun under Kelvin MacKenzie suddenly decided to take celebrities like pop stars, footballers and all the rest of them, pull them from the back pages and the gossip columns on to the front page as news stories,’ Piers later told the Guardian. ‘Max was the easiest guy to deal with. He’d say, “Look, mate, a nod’s as good as a wink. He only hit him once, but if you want it three times, that’s fine.” Nowadays the PCC [press Complaints Commission] would frown on that. From Max’s point of view, it makes it slightly trickier.’

Not that it really had to be a bombshell; by now, the public was completely obsessed by celebrity, so much so that practically anything to do with anyone on TV would sell. ‘A typical Max “Bizarre” story used to involve an EastEnders’ star having a meal at the Red Fort curry house, then having a fight at Xenon nightclub – all of which he represented,’ recalled Piers. ‘It was much more lawless then. The idea that someone like Max could create the entire story around his people, it wouldn’t be as easy now.’

It was also at this stage of his career that Piers first became involved with the Press Complaints Commission (PCC) because inevitably his attitude towards his job could be summed up as ‘absolutely anything goes’ but it was all invaluable experience. By now, he was building up contacts, learning his trade and earning a name for himself into the bargain – and all while still in his twenties.

This period also shaped Piers’ attitude towards the editorship of a newspaper. Kelvin MacKenzie, one of the most fearless editors of his generation, took no prisoners and his style would clearly influence his protégé in the future. Given the nature of their professions, both men were adamant that they themselves were fair game and were prepared to push the boat out in a way other editors refused to do. What’s more, both paid the price one way or another – MacKenzie eventually had to leave the Sun, while Piers was very publicly sacked from the Mirror – but both raised their heads above the parapet in a way few other editors would have dared.

‘I think that, if you are a tabloid editor, then you deserve everything you get, frankly. I have no right to privacy,’ Kelvin told the Independent many years later, as he looked back over his career. ‘You have got to understand where you lie in the ladder of life. I have absolutely no doubts about where I am. It would be somewhere near the bottom. It may be at the bottom. I always thought when editing the Sun that the greatest journalistic act I could perform would be actually exposing myself so you’d end up with a headline: SUN EDITOR IN THREE-IN-A BED SCANDAL. And you’d start with an intro: ‘Kelvin MacKenzie wept with shame last night as it was revealed…’ I think the idea that editors are in some way part of the Establishment is just plain wrong. I sort of drifted in and out of that. The idea that the Prime Minister would ask you what you thought about something is truly, truly absurd.’

In fact, a number of prime ministers were to ask both MacKenzie and his young protégé for their advice because the other attribute they shared was the common touch (in other words, what the man on the Clapham omnibus might think). Each had a good sense of what their readers wanted (although in both cases there were errors: on Kelvin’s part, most notoriously in the case of the Sun’s coverage of the Hillsborough disaster, and then there were the faked Iraqi War pictures in Piers’ case). Neither was in any way remotely deferential to any sort of authority and both were only too happy to challenge the existing status quo. Their political views were broadly similar, too, despite the fact that Piers would go on to edit the Sun’s rival and its opposite number on the political spectrum: Kelvin was extremely right wing, while Piers was mildly right wing. Both made waves, both got what they wanted and, even outside the narrow world in which they lived, both were often talked about. And Piers was well aware who he had to thank for his success: ‘I owe it all to Kelvin,’ he stated, when he eventually left the Sun. ‘He’s always been there for me.’

In the midst of making a name for himself professionally, Piers also married for the first time in July 1991, in Hampshire. The lady in question was a nurse – Marion Shalloe – and she was to bear him three sons. Being in his mid-twenties, he was perhaps a little young to settle down and, indeed, the marriage would not last but at this stage it seemed as if he was determined to do everything faster, younger and better than anyone else. He was a married man, already becoming a famous journalist and, two years later, the couple’s first son, Spencer William, was born in 1993.

But Piers’ lifestyle was not conducive to settling down. To write his column – and, indeed, for the best part of the two decades that he would spend on Fleet Street – he had to put in unfeasibly long hours, on top of which, as a celebrity gossip columnist, he had to make regular appearances at numerous show-business events. Marion is one of the few subjects that Piers is a little reticent about, although he has talked in the past about being a less than perfect husband and also owned up to feelings of guilt. He was, after all, brought up as a practising Catholic and divorce goes against his beliefs.

But back at ‘Bizarre’, he was going from strength to strength and proving that he could quite effortlessly attract publicity: for example, as far back as 1989, Ben Elton publicly criticised him for implying they were friends. (In fact, Piers pretty much implied that he was friends with everyone in those days.)

Almost everyone, that is; a couple of years later, Donnie Wahlberg of the pop group New Kids On The Block wore a T-shirt emblazoned with the legend ‘Piers Morgan Sucks’ on stage. ‘In case you didn’t know this dude Piers Morgan, he writes for a newspaper called the Sun,’ Donnie informed his audience. ‘He’s always slagging us off and putting us down – his stuff should be ignored. You shouldn’t read what he writes in that newspaper.’

Piers, ever ready to indulge in a feud even then, rose to the challenge. ‘Donnie’s sense of humour is obviously as atrocious as his singing,’ he said smoothly. ‘I can’t understand it. I thought we were great friends. Perhaps this has something to do with our recent reports that the New Kids and Mr Wahlberg in particular were washed up. I hope he doesn’t intend being a comedian when, or if, he grows up.’

But it was not the end of that particular saga. In an excellent demonstration of the way in which Piers managed over and over to make himself the centre of the story, nine months later he was pictured with Donnie again. This time, the latter was full of remorse and contrition. ‘I’ve done some stupid things in the last two years, but now I’ve grown up,’ said Donnie. ‘I did it on the spur of the moment, because all the British fans seemed to hate you. Now I realise they all read your column, every damned one of them. It’s the same with me. A lot of people say they hate me, but they all buy my records.’

As a mea culpa, this was some going, but Donnie clearly realised that he was at a stage in his career when he could do with some support from the press. Two decades on, with Piers about to become one of the most powerful men on American television (where Donnie still appears), he was clearly right.

Piers was clearly in his element; there were now reports of Irish singing star Sinéad O’Connor ringing up to talk to him about her marriage breakdown. In 1992, there was one bizarre (appropriately enough) incident involving Madonna. Piers devoted most of a page to the ‘world’s best singer and columnist’, who had turned up in a limo for a chat at his office in Wapping. A couple of days later came an apology from Piers for having been duped by a lookalike and a few days after that came the claim that he himself had hired the lookalike and the apology was a joke.

When Piers was required to play dirty, he would do so. In 1993, the singer Holly Johnson of Frankie Goes To Hollywood revealed that he was HIV positive, something much feared and little understood back then. Piers was one of the first with the story but he hadn’t got it himself. Rather, Holly gave an interview to The Times Magazine – but The Times, like the Sun, was owned by Rupert Murdoch and based in the same premises in Wapping, East London. Piers might have been coy about how he’d stumbled on his exclusive but it wasn’t so hard to guess.

He was also extremely good at being in the right place at the right time. May 1993 saw him in Monte Carlo at the World Music Awards, where he had a ringside view of a spat between supermodels Carla Bruni (now married to President Nicolas Sarkozy) and Claudia Schiffer over Prince Albert of Monaco. According to Piers, Carla won. Headed up by a headline that read: I SAW SCHEMING CARLA NICK CLAUDIA’S PRINCE, the piece also had a large strapline, which read: ‘Piers Morgan is at the next table as the catfight fur flies’.

Again, he managed to place himself at the centre of the story: ‘Supermodels Claudia Schiffer and Carla Bruni fought like cat and cat over Prince Albert of Monaco at the World Music Awards in Monte Carlo,’ he rather breathlessly began. A piece then followed about the two women shooting daggers at one another. Claudia, who had been dating Prince Albert, was initially sitting beside him throughout the awards (and near Michael Jackson), but, when forced to leave her seat to present an award, Carla lost no time in bagging said seat for herself. Claudia claimed it back, only to lose out once again at the subsequent dinner at the Hotel de Paris, when Carla managed to end up beside the Prince, who, according to Piers, ‘looked like the cat who took his pick of two bowls of cream’.

Michael Jackson was also present that evening, with a companion who didn’t attract too much notice at the time, but that was in May 1993. By the August, a criminal investigation had begun into allegations that Jackson had sexually abused a teenage boy called Jordan Chandler. Piers suddenly realised he’d been eyewitness to another big story. Unearthing the photos of the night in question, there was Michael with a young boy on his knee – a relationship that had been widely known about, although until then the implication had been that Michael was actually acting as the child’s surrogate father (and, indeed, the accusations have never been proven, not least because Jackson unwisely decided to pay the family off in possibly the worst decision of his career).

True to form, Piers not only published the inside details of the event in question, in which he referred to the child as ‘Jordan Schwartz’ (Schwartz was, in fact, the name of his stepfather), but again placed himself at the centre of it all. ‘I watched stars’ horror as Jacko cuddled the boy,’ he proclaimed, with an accompanying photograph of Michael Jackson with Jordan on his knee. Of course, this was to be an even bigger story as it marked the start of the slow decline of one of the world’s most famous entertainers.

Piers’ natural instinct for a story was otherwise serving him well. ‘Jordan giggled as the superstar singer hugged and cuddled him in front of a huge VIP audience and millions of TV viewers,’ he solemnly proclaimed. ‘Their extraordinary antics were the talk of the celebrity-packed room at Monte Carlo’s famous Sporting Club.’ There followed dark remarks from various unnamed celebrities – ‘It was disgusting. I wouldn’t let him anywhere near a son of mine’ – while Piers himself commented on how uncomfortable it looked and how he wouldn’t have been at all happy had Jordan been his own child.

No one quite knew how big this particular story was to grow, but Piers was now proving that his news sense was sharper than it had ever been. Nor was it just Kelvin MacKenzie who was delighted that his young hiring had turned out to be such a success; the ultimate owner of the Sun, Rupert Murdoch, was also beginning to notice his antics. Here was a reporter with not just promise and flair but also an ability to be in the right place at the right time. He was beginning to stand head and shoulders above the rest.

But it wasn’t all solemn allegations. The next partner in the celebrity dance that Piers was creating around himself was Chris Evans. At that stage, Evans was building up his own career the first time round, making a name for himself on Channel 4’s The Big Breakfast. He had refused an interview unless Piers beat him at tennis; Piers duly obliged and soon Chris was confiding in him. I’VE COURT YOU, EVANS, blasted the headline, followed by, ‘Chris has to spill the beans after I smash him at tennis.’ Evans himself was very similar to Piers: both were brash young men, eager to make names for themselves in the media, and, like Piers, Evans was to blow the opportunity only to get a second chance.

‘There were various embarrassing questions I wanted to ask Big Breakfast star Chris during our interview – questions he said he had no intention of answering unless I beat him at tennis,’ began Piers. ‘So the scene was set.’ The duo adjourned to the Harbour Club in West London and, minutes later, Chris was telling Piers, ‘Bob’s great. I’ve only seen him about four or five times, but he’s a good laugh.’ The ‘Bob’ in question was Bob Geldof, whose company – Planet 24 – owned The Big Breakfast.

There were, however, a good many examples in the course of the chat that showed both the volatility of Evans’ nature – something that would seriously derail his career and from which he has only recently recovered – and Piers’ own ability to extract highly revealing anecdotes from his subjects. Back then, Chris Evans was still something of an unknown quantity but stories were beginning to circulate, including one to the effect that he had been sacked from Radio Piccadilly in Manchester for making jokes about eating a cat. ‘He [the controller] said it was offensive to cat-owners and that I was a little shit, who would be fired if I said anything like that again,’ revealed Chris. ‘So I walked out on the spot instead.’ It was far from being the last time that Evans walked out on a job, a habit that was in danger of damaging his career.

He was also forthcoming about his days as a kissogram. ‘It was purely business,’ he said. ‘Other kissogram agencies at that time were charging £18 a time and there wasn’t one in my hometown of Warrington so I started up at £6 a time and we promptly built up a massive clientele.’

If that were not enough, both Piers and Chris proved themselves to have the common touch: a knack for the kind of story that would not only amuse but also make the reader think they were talking to one of their own. Asked what his most embarrassing act as a star had been, Evans replied, ‘It was a charity thing I did for Roy Castle last year. There were 26,000 people there, and they wanted me to dress up as a schoolboy and aim a catapult at this stunning model’s bottom. I remember saying to the organisers, “I’ll do it because it’s for charity, but I hope you realise I wouldn’t if you were paying me any amount of money…”’ Game, set and match to both of them.

Piers was by then becoming such a celebrity in his own right that he was accorded the ultimate accolade of being the victim of the ‘gunge tank’ on BBC1’s Noel’s House Party, when viewers had to choose between him and the Daily Mirror’s Rick Sky (his predecessor on ‘Bizarre’) – they eventually plumped for Piers. ‘The nation’s lost its taste,’ he sighed, while being ‘gunged’.

This was later picked up by the Independent, who referred to his ‘hideously self-reverential’ column in the Sun. So it might have been, but the technique was also bringing the writer his own level of fame. By this point, the satirical magazine Private Eye had certainly noticed him, currently dubbing him Piers ‘Gormless’ Morgan, a nickname that might have been amusing but, it must be said, was far from true.

Events were showing Piers to be a really talented journalist, one who within the space of a few short years had gone from being a complete beginner to a person more than capable of holding his own among the celebrities he interviewed. He might not yet have become a household name (indeed, this was some years away), but Sun readers knew him, as did the celebrities with whom he mingled and so, most importantly, did Rupert Murdoch, one of the world’s most powerful media barons.

Piers’ timing, as ever, could not have been better for what was to happen next. He had learned his trade at the hands of a master, Kelvin MacKenzie. Now he was as adept as any at practising some of the darker arts associated with his profession, and he was capable of not only nosing out a story but also of creating one himself pretty much out of thin air, often with himself in the centre of it. He was a seriously talented journalist and great things were expected of him.

At the same time, over at the News Of The World – a Sunday tabloid with the country’s biggest circulation, also owned by one R. Murdoch – crises had been rumbling on the backburner. In December 1993, the paper’s editor Patsy Chapman (in situ since 1988) signed off ill. The paper’s deputy – Stuart Higgins – had been standing in for her, but now a merry-go-round of job shifts was about to take place. And so, in January 1994, Kelvin MacKenzie stepped down from his colossally successful tenure at the Sun and became managing editor of BSkyB television, which was also Murdoch-owned but would not suit him anywhere near as well as the Sun. Higgins stepped across to become editor of the Sun, while, at the News Of The World, it was now obvious that Chapman would not be coming back.

This left a vacancy and so, to the sound of jaws dropping all over Fleet Street, Murdoch promoted twenty-eight-year-old Piers Morgan to the editor’s chair, making him the youngest editor of a national newspaper in over fifty years. Technically, he was ‘acting editor’ (the situation with Patsy Chapman was treated with some sensitivity), but in reality he had managed to nab the top job.

Piers himself was away at the time and was as staggered – and delighted – as anyone else. Usually, it took decades on Fleet Street to reach the very top and yet there he was, after a mere five years, editing the country’s biggest name.

‘I don’t think anything will beat walking on Miami Beach in 1994, age twenty-eight, barefoot in the surf, and getting a call from Rupert Murdoch as he politely informed me I was going to be running the biggest newspaper in the world,’ he admitted afterwards, and, for all the subsequent glories, you would be hard put not to suspect this is a view he holds to this day. At the time, however, he kept things dignified. ‘I am delighted to be given this tremendous opportunity,’ he said. ‘The News Of The World is a national institution and I am eagerly looking forward to the exciting challenge of acting as its editor.’

But this was not the first time that he had been offered a new job. In 1993, Kelvin MacKenzie had offered him the post of assistant editorship of the Sun, but Piers had turned it down. ‘I just didn’t want to do it then,’ he said later. ‘I wasn’t ready and I thought I contributed more by staying on “Bizarre”.’ But this was different; ‘Bizarre’ itself was also turning into a sort of kingmaker for editors: founder John Blake had gone on to become editor of the People, while another ‘Bizarre editor’ (Martin Dunn) ended up in the top chair of Today and, subsequently, the New York Daily News.

As Piers would later put it, in some ways, ‘Bizarre’ was a newspaper-within-a-newspaper and so good training for the next step. ‘Obviously, Kelvin had helped, but you have to realise I was filling the column five days a week, running it like a mini-newspaper,’ he recalled. ‘I had a staff of four and my own budget. I had been offered promotion as features editor of the Sun, but turned it down, feeling I wasn’t ready yet to be a faceless executive.’

A telling remark, for Piers was never ready to be a faceless anything.

The appointment might have caused widespread astonishment, but those who really knew Piers were convinced he was up to the job. ‘Piers is arrogant and ambitious,’ said Rick Sky, his predecessor on ‘Bizarre’ and now a rival columnist at the Daily Mirror. ‘But in our world, that’s no criticism. He’s a good operator and he shouldn’t be underestimated. He will surprise everyone.’

Piers himself was (uncharacteristically) modest but he knew just the opportunity that now lay ahead. ‘I’ll just do my best,’ he declared, as the news became public. ‘You don’t have to be an expert. When I went to “Bizarre”, I said I knew nothing about pop music. All these years on, I still don’t know anything about pop music but I know how to make the column work for readers.’

And he would go on to prove that he knew exactly how to make the News Of The World work for its readers, too.

Piers was called upon to hit the ground running, and so he did; he might have felt nervous behind the scenes but he wasn’t about to show it. ‘When you’re the editor of a paper, you’ve got to exude absolute confidence from the moment you get in to the moment you go to bed because, if you don’t, the staff are going to be, “Oh God, he doesn’t know what he’s doing!” I had to pretend I knew what I was doing, even if I didn’t,’ he revealed later on.

In the meantime, he had to get his team together – and fast. Journalist Sue Carroll had been deputy editor of the News Of The World and had also been stepping into Patsy Chapman’s shoes, as and when necessary. Now she was offered an executive post but turned it down and left the paper. Rather ironically, several years later and after a stint at the Sun, she was to end up as the Mirror’s star columnist, but Piers himself had made an effort to get her to stay, something that smoothed the way for their relationship further down the line.

Instead, Phil Hall was taken on as Piers’ deputy. With a background on the People and the Sunday Express, he was felt to have a strong news background. Meanwhile, the cavalcade thundered on: in June, it was announced that Patsy was not coming back, and Piers was promoted from acting editor to the real thing, although, in fact, everyone had known, right from the start, that he was the de facto guy in charge.

Circulation, the lifeblood of any newspaper, began to rise and, with it, Piers Morgan’s star. His tenure at the News Of The World was to prove a controversial one but, as so often in his career, he managed to be right in the middle of the action – just as it was all going on.
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