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THE FOURTH ESTATE
Put this book down and walk away. The chances are 
you aren’t up to being part of the ‘Fourth Estate*’, or 
even pretending that you are. Not because journalism 
is particularly difficult, but because it requires enough 
braggadocio and bluster to make Donald Trump blush.

It is possible to bluff one’s way through discussions 
on wine, or Brexit, or even the offside rule, with a little 
knowledge and some brass neck. But anyone who tries 
to pull the wool over the eyes of a journalist will be 
attempting The Greatest Bluff Known To Humankind, 
because journalists can smell a lie from 500 miles 
away down a patchy telephone line, while drunk and 
at closing time. To pull it off, you will need the native 
cunning of Machiavelli, the coolness of Dean Martin 
and the same lack of scruples as Del Boy Trotter. You 
will also need this book.

* “There are three estates in Parliament; but, in the Reporters’ Gallery 
yonder, there sits a Fourth Estate more important far than they all.” 
Edmund Burke, 1787, attrib. 

‘A journalist is a reporter out of a job’
Mark Twain
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If you are still reading, it’s because you like a 
challenge and are by nature persistent. And, probably, 
because you are impressed by highly-skilled drunks. 
Which means you have exactly what it takes to be a 
successful hack. 

This book will tell you how to bluff your way into 
journalism, bluff your way through it and bluff your 
way out again. And the first thing you need to know is 
that anyone who says they’re a journalist probably isn’t.

‘Journalist’ is a catch-all name for anyone whose 
work is published in a journal. It can cover everyone 
from the editor to the crossword compiler, by way of 
the Green Ink Brigade to the foreign correspondent 
and a computer producing automated match reports in 
Newport Pagnell.

These days, anyone with a blog or a YouTube channel 
can call themselves a journalist, which means that the trade 
is slightly less exclusive than a public sewer. For a brief 
period, former Apprentice resignee Katie Hopkins claimed 
to be one in national media, before being consigned to the 
u-bend of the internet. Even the mainstream has celebrity 
columnists, editors-at-large and risible correspondents 
who are to most journalists as a baby lamb is to a kebab 
shop – significantly less experienced.

Which is why, when a journalist introduces 
themselves, they tell you their ACTUAL job – such as 
reporter, photographer, sub-editor, web editor, feature 
writer, sports pundit or showbiz columnist.

The next thing they will probably do is duck. Because 
the usual reaction to a journalist saying ‘hello’ ranges 
from mild cursing to physical violence, and in extreme 

cases, death. According to the International Federation 
of Journalists, 82 journalists and media staff were killed 
in 2017, most of them deliberately targeted for writing 
things down.

So why, when the costs of journalism can be so high, 
does anyone still do it?  

Well, because it’s the most fun you can have 
typing. It is still regarded, with occasional accuracy, as 
glamorous and adventurous. The rubbish part of the job 
is more than outweighed by the chance to make Prime 
Ministers panic. Perhaps once a year you get a herogram 
from the editor, and maybe once in a lifetime you can 
change the world and win an award for it.

When you’re a journalist you get to see behind the 
curtain, irritate all the right people, enjoy the thrill of 
regular travel even if it is only to Hull on a Monday 
night, and drink on expenses.

This short but definitive guide is primarily about 
print media in the UK, but many of the core principles – 
or lack thereof – are the same in all sorts of journalism 
throughout the world, whether it’s print, online or 
broadcast. It will conduct you through the main 
danger zones often encountered therein, from libel to 
assault by way of gymkhana reports and Freedom of 
Disinformation, to the giddy heights of meaningless 
industry prizes and how not to die drunk on a doorstep. 
But it will do more. It will provide you with the tools 
to impress legions of marvelling listeners with your 
knowledge and insight – without anyone discovering 
that, before reading it, you didn’t know the difference 
between a banging out and a deathknock. 


