Chapter One

An Introduction to Magic

THE ROOF OF WATERLOO International was a thing of beauty. This was
back in *98, when the station was still a grand gateway to the continent, not
just another stop on the line. It was a magnificent, sweeping curve of glass
and steel that felt less like a place to catch a train and more like a proper,
shiny, can-do vision of the future. This was the tail end of the Cool Britannia
era. Tony Blair was the fresh-faced Prime Minister in Number 10, the whole
country was arguing about who was better between Blur and Oasis, and
there was a general, vague feeling that Britain was, for the first time in a long
time, actually quite cool. It was a time when the nation was still coasting
on a Britpop-fuelled wave of self-satisfaction, before the cynicism and the
hangover had fully set back in. That roof was the architectural embodiment
of'it: sleek, modern, and rather pleased with itself.

I'stood there for a moment, enjoying the splendour with the unique, smug
satisfaction that comes from knowing you’re travelling on the company’s
tab. A few complimentary First Class Eurostar tickets had been left rattling
around the office from a launch campaign, and it seemed a waste not to use
one. A nice little perk of the job.

I settled into a seat that was plusher than the sofa in my first flat, and far
more comfortable, and I watched the grubby, unglamorous backside of South
London slide away. The train hummed, a low, expensive sound, as it prepared
to dive under the Channel. I was on my way to Stockholm for a two-day
conference on the future, or more accurately, on how to sell the future to
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people without their written consent. It was the internet. Our shiny, exciting
new toy.

The free croissants and corporate goodie bag were all well and good, and
the conference itself sounded more interesting than these things usually are.
But the main event, for me at least, was going to be seeing Jez again. It had
been far too long, and it felt like a lifetime since we were just two young
chancers, learning the ropes and having way too much fun for a paid job.

Thinking about Jez always took me back to the beginning. To our work
placement at one of London’s great temples of PR, a place where truth was
treated like stage lighting, something you used selectively to highlight the
best features and cast the unflattering parts into shadow. The office itself
hummed with the low-grade anxiety of deadlines and the electric stink of
hot computer monitors. I'd got my spot through a university scheme that
promised ‘real-world experience’. Jez got his because his dad was a member of
the same gentlemen’s club as the CEO.

He was effortless public-school polish; I was state school grit. He had the
kind of floppy blond hair and casual charm that made you want to both trust
him implicitly and count your fingers after you'd shaken his hand. He wore
his privilege as lightly as his expensive cologne, while I wore my ambition like
a new pair of shoes that hadn’t been broken in yet. We were from different
worlds. We hit it off instantly.

We were the office juniors, the dogsbodies. Our main job, besides learning
to operate a fax machine that shrieked like a pterodactyl with a sore throat,
was to ‘build relationships’ with the hacks on Fleet Street. This meant two
lunchtimes a week were spent in some nicotine-stained pub just off the
Strand, plying world-weary, cynical journalists with warm pints, and listening
to their grievances about editors, ex-wives, and deadlines. It was a grubby,
transactional business, all so they might glance at our press releases before
ceremoniously filing them in the bin. But it was our other project that was
the real education.

Our firm held the contracts for both the British Association of Tea Im-
porters—and at the same time one of the nation’s biggest coffee brands. They
weren’t rivals in the traditional sense; they were two sides of the same coin.
Most Brits drank one or the other, either tea or coffee. Our job wasn’t to create
new customers, just to poach them. Each week, Jez and I would be assigned a
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beverage. He'd get tea, I'd get coffee. The next week, we'd swap. It was a game,
and the sales figures were our high score. We'd sit there, dreaming up horrors
to inflict on the nation’s morning brew.

“Right,” Jez would say, leaning back in his chair, feet on the desk, looking
like a junior minister about to privatise oxygen. “I’'m on tea this week. What
have you got for me William? Frighten me.”

“For you Jezza, I have... potential carcinogens,” I'd reply, scanning a scien-
tific paper I'd pulled from the library. “Acrylamide. Formed when coffee beans
are roasted at high temperatures. Nasty stuff, apparently.”

“Ooh, Ilike it. Very potent,” he'd grin. “But I see your potential carcinogen
and raise you... bone pain.” He'd wave a different report. “Excessive fluoride
intake from cheap tea bags. Weakens the bones. We can spin that into a nice
panic about osteoporosis for the over-fifties.”

And off we'd go. We became masters of the half-truth, the artfully decon-
textualised fact. We never lied. Our legal department, a pair of joyless ghouls
in grey suits who communicated entirely through sighs and passive-aggressive
memos, made sure of it. Everything we wrote was technically, factually cor-
rect. We just never told the whole story.

We’d write a piece about the ‘shocking’ levels of caffeine in tea, convenient-
ly omitting the fact that coffee generally had far more per cup. We’'d find a sin-
gle study about the harsh working conditions on a specific coffee plantation in
a country no one could find on a map, and we’d spin it into a heart-wrenching
exposé on the ‘hidden human cost’ of your morning cappuccino. We learned
to speak the language of fear, playing on vague, middle-class guilt and health
anxieties. And the mad thing was, it actually worked. The sales figures proved
it. One week, coffee sales would dip by three percent. The next, tea would
take a hit. We were just two young lads in our early twenties—sat in an office,
armed with a fax machine and a thesaurus, pulling on the invisible strings of
public opinion and nudging the habits of an entire nation.

But even that felt abstract. Our next project was different. The results were
so immediate you could almost hear the cash registers ringing in unison
across the country. We were commissioned by a massive DIY chain, one of
those soulless, aircraft-hangar-sized places on the edge of town that smells of
sawdust and domestic despair. Our job was to help produce a TV makeover
show.
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We called it Dream Designs. You know the formula. Take a deserving cou-
ple living in a house with all the aesthetic charm of a provincial bus station.
Add three experts, an interior designer with a penchant for scatter cushions
and the word fabulous, a chippy who could knock up a feature wall before
you'd finished your tea, and a gardener who spoke about herbaceous borders
with the hushed reverence of a priest. Give them 48 hours and a lorry-load of
our client’s products, and hey presto: a dream home.

Ostensibly, it was a heart-warming piece of light entertainment. But be-
hind the scenes, it was a finely calibrated weapon of mass consumption. The
show would air on Sunday night at eight. By nine o’clock Monday morning,
there’d be a national shortage of the specific shade of Lagoon Blue they’d used
in the living room. It was like a switch had been flicked. Tens of thousands
of people, simultaneously, would look at their own perfectly adequate living
rooms and be filled with a sudden, burning need to change them.

The most absurd example was the railway sleepers. The gardener on the
show had a thing for using old railway sleepers to build raised beds and
decking. The thing is, our client didn’t actually stock them. It was a complete
oversight. Butitdidn’t matter. The show created a rabid, nationwide demand
for giant, creosote-soaked lumps of wood overnight. A few lucky timber im-
porters thought all their Christmases had come at once. The price for a sleeper
doubled, then tripled. People were driving hundreds of miles, putting their
names on waiting lists, practically getting into fistfights in salvage yards. And
our client didn’t even mind. They sold astronomical quantities of decking
stain, varnish, and industrial-strength screws to the lucky few who got their
hands on them. We could hardly contain ourselves. We were giddy with it.
This wasn’t a subtle nudge. This was puppetry. We'd put an entertainment
programme on the telly, and the next day, a significant portion of the British
public would march out in a unified trance to buy the exact same things,
convinced it was their own brilliant idea.

That was the moment the penny really dropped for me. If we could do all
that, what else could we make people do? It wasn’t just PR. It was magic.

The train gave a gentle lurch, shaking me from my reverie of DIY shows and
railway sleepers. The green fields of Kent were blurring past the window. I
thought about the very campaign that had landed me this cushy seat: the
Eurostar Discoverers project.
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It was a classic example of one of the core tenets of our trade: you don’t
invent a culture from scratch; you find a new social trend, a little eddy in the
cultural current, and you build a hydroelectric dam on it. You watch what
people are already doing, what they’re starting to talk about, the new things
they’re trying. You find a fledgling trend, and you give it a name, a story, and
a commercial sponsor.

The problem for Eurostar was simple. Their big-budget TV ads were great
at selling the idea of a high-speed train, but they didn’t necessarily make
Brenda from accounts think, Right, I'm booking a long weekend in Bruges. We
needed to create the desire.

The social trend we identified was the idea of the ‘Gap Year’ which was
really starting to bubble up. It was, of course, another manufactured PR
campaign, a joint enterprise by the banks, who would be handing out the
loans to fund it, and the travel industry who would be raking it in by the
students spending it. The whole concept was about to explode with the
saturation media coverage of Prince William taking a year away before starting
university.

We piggy-backed the Gap Year campaign to encourage a kind of simmer-
ing, middle-aged wanderlust. As parents waved their own children off on
these new, pre-packaged adventures, watching them set off to find themselves
in Thailand or Peru on a once-in-a-lifetime trip financed by a student loan,
we were whispering in their ear through the television: If they can do it, why
can’t you? You missed out once. Don’t miss out again. We were selling them a
cure for a regret we had just reminded them they had.

We invented a target demographic we called the Discoverers and hired
minor celebrities to take train journeys across Europe. We'd pay them to
feature in travel segments, and a key part of the script was to have them sigh
wistfully and reminisce. “Oh, this reminds me of when I went Inter-railing in
my youth,” they’d say, a faraway look in their eye.

This was the masterstroke. It was a direct, surgical strike on the latent
jealousy of every mum and dad in the country, the ones who had been too
sensible to piss off around Europe for a summer with nothing but a backpack
and a questionable haircut.

To complete the strategy, we paid publishers to reissue some classic, musty
old travelogues about European train journeys, and we paid a well-known
bookshop chain to display them on those little tables marked as “staff picks”.
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We gave people the idea, we stoked their dormant envy, and Eurostar gave
them the ticket. It was a stunning success.

And here I was, hurtling towards a conference that promised to take these
very techniques, these little games of trend-spotting, emotional manipula-
tion, and manufactured desire, and bolt them onto the engine of the most
powerful communication tool ever invented.

The train plunged into the blackness of the Channel Tunnel. A brief,
subterranean pause before emerging into a new country, and a new world. It

felt fitting.



