ANTHONY SAMPSON  - JOURNALIST. 

(Neal Ascherson)     St Martins in the Fields, 17.3.05

I owe so much gratitude to Anthony.  First, for being a friend –  that special kind of friend whose eye you meet across a room, in a strange corner of the world, ( those particularly large, fine eyes),  when you know at once what he’s making of  the line being shot from the platform. And he knows you know. 
  But secondly I owe him a career. It was Anthony who got me onto The Observer, back in 1960, in those David Astor days. I still don’t know quite why he did that: probably because I had been writing about Africa. But it meant that we worked on the same paper for many years, and sometimes – too rarely – I had the chance to work with him on a story. So I was able to watch Anthony as journalist, he the senior and me the junior, and get a sense of his very special modus operandi. 

  Some journalists are Light Brigade people, going like hell at the objective without waiting to ask how many guns or who’s the general.  Some are guerrillas, who vanish silently into the mountains – like our mutual friend Gavin Young – and reappear months later with a stained rucksack full of wonders. Anthony wasn’t either type. Instead, he was like those methodical British generals in the second world war. He studied maps, he commissioned air photographs, he sent out trusty forward observation officers with binoculars, he interrogated deserters and he mugged up the names and family connections of the officers on the other side. And then, only then, he would move.  By the time the enemy commander realised he had been defeated, he was already a prisoner being questioned, so very civilly, in such a low voice, by a man with steady green eyes. 
   Questioner? I never knew such an artist at questioning. Anthony was the most skilful, relentless listener in the world. Sometimes I watched him at it. He hardly seemed to speak himself: just the odd, interrogative mutter. And the subject would grow trusting.  And do the talking.  “Yerss,” Anthony would murmur, and nod in  apparent sympathy. But he always kept that direct gaze trained into the other’s eyes. Irresistible! How lucky we are that he used that frightening gift in order to open secrets in the service of justice and freedom! 

     When I first met him, Anthony was already a culture hero. He had stood up to apartheid as a Drum editor, not just as a visiting hack, and now his friends from South Africa were spreading that dazzling location style and music across London – soon across the world. But Anthony didn’t go for the journalism of outrage. He went deeper. As Michael Davie reminded me, Anthony imported the ‘reconstructed narrative’ style of jourmnalism from America to Britain:(‘at exactly 2.27, a black Austin Princess, registration NV 4452,  drew up at an anonymous North London terrace house …’ ). David Astor didn’t like Anthony’s suggested title for such features, ‘Insight’, which he thought too showy. But Clive Irving remembered it, and took it with him when he moved to the Sunday Times.

    Anthony believed that people made history, sometimes as individuals (like Nelson Mandela) or sometimes in bunches connected by schools, clubs, or corporate greed. But he never looked on them as simply heroes or villains or celebs. If you could find those who mattered and break them down by merciless listening, then you would understand how a nation, industry or world worked and where to apply the pressure for change. If you could connect up good people whose interests converged, you could create world-changing energy.  
   He was often at the front line, but he wasn’t really a front line reporter. Anthony was far the best diary journalist I ever knew; he brought back the higher gossip – political rather than personal - from the haunts of those who ruled, and wrote it up with a hint of irony. But in those days, the personal opinions of journalists were not thought very interesting. I knew him for years before I realised how much anger was hidden behind that urbane exterior. It wasn’t easy for Anthony to express this burning anger directly: against the duplicity of statesmen, the debasing of public integrity or the decay of media independence.  Only late in his life did he start writing columns, and then those misled by his apparent suavity were startled. A liftime spent studying the system had shown him where to hit so it hurt. 
   Anthony – we don’t just miss him, we need his anger and his eloquence especially now, and yet he’s gone: taken, as Hugh said, at ‘the height of his powers’. It’s true he made the world better, or at least wiser.  But that sounds too solemn, because he was a man for laughter too. I remember just how he could laugh – like on that early morning in Namibia when we were passengers on the only plane I have had to get out of and push.

   Dear anatomist, who discovered how the blood of nations and governments circulates, your life was rich and you took such trouble to share its richness and fun with your friends. I could say: Rest In Peace. But your questions are still restless in us all.    

