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Welcome to Media Masters, a series of one-to-one interviews with people at the 
top of the media game. Today, I’m joined by Lord John Bird, founder and 
editor-in-chief of The Big Issue. Launched in 1991, the independent magazine 
is sold on the street by homeless people to help them out of poverty and has a 
circulation of over 80,000. It now forms part of The Big Issue Group, along with 
a charitable foundation and investment arm, which has ploughed over £30 
million into social enterprises and charities in the past 13 years. John, who 
learned to read while in prison as a teenager, is also a founder of Chapter 
Catcher, a magazine and social enterprise dedicated to improving literacy. He’s 
the first person with personal experience of poverty, imprisonment, and 
homelessness to obtain a peerage, and in 1995 was awarded the MBE for 
services to homeless people.  
 
John, thank you for joining me. 
Thank you. 
 
What an incredibly inspirational story. Has anyone else gone from washing 
dishes in the House of Lords to being ennobled in the House of Lords? 
I don’t think so, but there are some interesting people. When I came in, I came in with 
four other people and Baroness Watkins came in the same time as me. She started 
life as a nurse, coming from a council flat, worked her way up, became a head nurse 
and ended up running Plymouth Medical School. So she’s a woman who’s been at 
the coal face, and come from poverty and need, and worked her way up. So there’s a 
change that’s probably overtaking the Lords, that they’ve got to up their game and 
get rid of all these people, or not concentrate too much on people who are political 
appointees. Like Baroness Watkins, I applied to go in, so I’m not in the gift of 
Cameron or anybody, so I’m a cross bencher. I filled in all the forms. Tony Blair 
created something in 1999 I think, which was a People’s Peer. So you apply, 
anybody can apply. They get hundreds of applications, then they winnow it down, 
narrow it down, and then choose a couple of people. And I was one of them. 
 
Well, in order to get ennobled though, you’ve got to have had a pretty amazing 
life and a lot to contribute to the upper chamber, surely. 



 
 

 2 

And you have to be very good at interviews. I had to do two of them and I’ve never, 
whenever I was interviewed for a job, I didn’t get the job. I’ve never been interviewed 
for a job and got it. The only time I’ve ever had a job, which was in the back of the 
Evening Standard or something like that, or I’ve got a job through a mate of mine. I’m 
no good at interviews. So on this occasion I must have been good enough. But I filled 
in all the forms. I was very truthful and I try and be as truthful in anything. I don’t try 
and deny the incredible power of the work of The Big Issue, incredible worldwide 
presence in 74 different countries. We started something called the International 
Network of Street Papers. We’re working with people in the Barrios in Brazil, in the 
ferradas or whatever they call it, down in Argentina. We’re working in Taiwan and 
China and in Tokyo and stuff like that. And we’re working in Africa and we’re working 
in Europe. All grown out of The Big Issue, all grown out of the ‘peppermint foot lotion 
revolution’. I am the product of Anita Roddick’s peppermint foot lotion revolution, 
because in the 70s she created a series of shops called The Body Shop, and her 
husband, who was an old geezer I knew, I met him when I was 21, hiding from the 
police in Edinburgh, met this big-nosed Scotsman. We became mates because we 
both had big broken noses. Didn’t see him for 20 years, he had morphed into a 
multimillionaire. I rang him up and he said, “Are you one of those people who climb 
out of the woodwork when somebody makes a shed load of money?” And I said, 
“Yes.” So he said, “Come and see me.” So I went to see him, we became friends 
again. We didn’t do an awful lot. Then he was in New York, saw a street paper being 
sold by a guy, started talking to the guy, and realised that here was a guy who had 
been in and out of the penitentiary all of his life. He was 54. If he went in again, they 
throw the key away, and instead of carrying on getting in trouble, he started selling a 
street paper called Street News. So my wonderful invention, The Big Issue, is a rip 
off, it’s plagiarism. I love the idea of admitting I nicked it from an American 
publication. 
 
I don’t think anyone would condemn you for that, given all the good you’ve 
done. 
We didn’t go with their model because their model was full of homeless writing. And a 
number of people every now and then said, “Why don’t you fill it full of homeless 
writing?” Largely because street news went through the roof for a couple of months 
or maybe even a year. But then people started to avoid the vendors because they felt 
they kept reading the same desperate story. So we thought it would be much better 
to produce a magazine that would appeal to the squatter, and the financial gentleman 
in the City, because the revolutionary nature of The Big Issue is the fact that it gives 
homeless people and people in need and vulnerably accommodated ex-homeless 
people. It gives them the chance of making money, which is legitimate and legal and 
doesn’t get them into trouble with the police or the local authority. 
 
And you came up with the name, The Big Issue, didn’t you? 
I did. That’s largely because I’m a dreamer. In fact, this morning I woke up and I had 
a dream. I mean, not a dream. It’s between day and night, all day and early morning, 
and I came up with this thing this morning, and it was the walled garden. Poverty is a 
walled garden. The thing is, all the big money is spent on the wall, but not on the 
garden. And I’m thinking to myself, that’s brilliant. I’m going to use that. Maybe I’ll 
start a magazine called Walled Garden. And what we’re going to do is tear down the 
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walls of poverty. Anyway, but one morning early in 1991, just before we started, we 
were struggling what to call it and I had this dream about four in the morning, The Big 
Issue, I said, “Wow.” So I came into work and one person loved it, Phil Ryan, who 
helped me start The Big Issue and who is a musician, a fantastic musician. He was 
the only one who liked it and everybody else went, “Ooh, Big Issue, that sounds like 
a cliché.” I said everybody will know it, Big Issue, The Big Issue, Big Issue. Yes, I 
came up with the title. 
 
It must’ve taken a lot of commitment at the beginning because you were soon 
losing 25 grand of Body Shop Foundation money every month. 
Yes. Well that was unfortunate, but it was necessary because I didn’t know what I 
was doing. When Gordon, after the end of the first year, he said to me, “Do you know 
how much I’ve spent on you in the last year?” And I said, “No, I’m not counting.” He 
said, “All right. Do you remember how much you said it would cost to start The Big 
Issue?” And I said, “Yes.” He said, “How much?” I said, “30,000.” And he said, “Do 
you know how much I’ve spent on you in the first year?” I said, “No.” He said, 
“300,000.” So I stopped and I thought, and I said, “Well, what’s a nought amongst 
mates?” 
 
Exactly! 
And he laughed. Then he said to me, “You got...” Well actually, previous to that, we’d 
been losing 25,000 pounds, 15,000, 20,000, 25,000. The reason for that was 
because the more magazines we sold, the poorer we became because we were 
advised by a load of advertising companies that the way of making the money from a 
magazine was not the street sale. Put the street sale low and make your money out 
of the advertising. So we met quite a few, who I will not mention, advertising 
companies who said they would advertise – and none of them did, not one of them. 
So our model was shot, shot to pieces. So we were charging the vendors 10p for a 
magazine that was costing 23p to make. So what happened was we got more and 
more busy. We were, everybody was, they were making films about us. We’re on 
television all over the world and we’re selling more and more, working with more and 
more homeless people. And we got to June 1992. We’d been running for six months, 
no, nine months. And Gordon said to me, “You’ve got three months. In that three 
months, if you don’t break even, I’m pulling the plug.” So losing 25,000 a month, I 
went back to the office, I said to quite a number of people, “I’m sorry, you’re going to 
have to go.” 
 
I bet that was tough. 
No, because most of them were students and they were actually not even students. 
They were preparing on the way to go to the university. So I said, “Well, you’ll have to 
go a bit earlier.” I think we got rid of two people, and they weren’t particularly good at 
the job and all the rest, I think it was about six students and these two people. So I 
was paying very young people to do the magazine. So they left, so that reduced 
money. Then I said to the vendors, “I’m sorry, you’re selling it for 50p, let’s keep it at 
50p. But now instead of paying 10p, you’re going to have to pay 20 because you’re 
making quids. You’re getting 50p plus,” and they went nuts. They tried to burn the 
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van down and all that. They said they were going to go on strike. I said, “You can do 
what you want, mate, we’re putting the price up.” So we doubled the price to the 
homeless and we moved. Using the same team, we moved from a monthly to a 
fortnightly. Then I reduced it from an A3 publication on this very expensive paper, to 
a newsprint magazine, A4. And went from 23p a copy to 10p. And by the time we got 
to our first birthday, which was September 1992, we’d broken even and we’d made a 
profit of £1,500. We’ve been in and out of profit ever since. Sometimes we’ve done 
well, sometimes not so well. Well, we do a lot of things which you’re never going to 
make money out of anyway. And it was Gordon putting a gun to my head and saying, 
“You do this.” I loved it. I love challenge. I love the fact that Gordon stuck by me. 
Everybody said, “Don’t employ John Bird. He’s a nutter. He’s an ex-homeless, ex-
rough-sleeping drunk. He’s argumentative, he fights with people,” and all that stuff. 
And he said, “I don’t care.” Gordon really believed in me. I was astonished. I’d never 
known anybody believe in me. And he believed in me, so here we are. 
 
So by the end of the first year then, that was the moment, wasn’t it, the pivot 
when you realised you’ve got a viable proposition here, that you’ve got 
something that could work? 
Well, the really brilliant thing was that it was the civilising of people on the street. So 
you’d have a load of... largely, the people who started were very, very drunk, very, 
very aggressive and all that sort of stuff. And then the public started talking to them 
and buying from them and recognising them as human beings and not just simply a 
drunk who sits by the ATM. 
 
Well, it’s working, not begging. 
And well, the public, people said to me, “God, you’re so good at changing these 
people.” I said, “I didn’t do it. The public recognised them.” If you’re a beggar – and 
I’ve been a beggar, and I can tell you the first thing that goes out the window is the 
truth. And you always have to make it sound as though you’re almost at death’s 
doorstep. But if you’re selling The Big Issue, you have to say, “Hi, I’m selling The Big 
Issue,” and all that. And occasionally, people try and use the old sob story, but 
they’re nearly always saying to you, “Look, I’m having a go at improving my life.” So 
for the first time, the public could talk to the disenfranchised, and the public all turned 
into social workers. I am not joking. I am in the Lords and I meet… every Lord has 
always got a Big Issue story. Most of them positive, some of them negative, and they 
all have a favourite Big Issue vendor, and it’s quite incredible. We gave the chance to 
the public to meet the homeless. That’s all we did.  
 
But there’s also an inherent dignity to it, isn’t it? It’s not just the absence of 
begging, it’s a chance for someone to pick themselves up by their own 
bootstraps. I think lots of people buy into that. 
I think people love the challenge that homeless people take up when they start 
selling The Big Issue. They love the fact that the homeless themselves, the homeless 
person is saying, “I want to do this.” I’ve just been speaking to a vendor who I’ve 
known for 15 years and I said to him, as I say all the time, I said, “Why have you not 
moved on?” He said, “Look, I was a rogue. I used to steal cars. I used to break into 



 
 

 5 

places. I did all sorts of things like that. I got into trouble, after trouble, after trouble. 
Since I started The Big Issue 15 years ago, I have, as you say, dignity. I have a 
sense of wellbeing. I have a steady income. I’ve now got somewhere to live and I’ve 
got a girlfriend.” I mean, he’s now in his fifties. But what’s interesting is that he would 
not have had a life, if it wasn’t for somebody saying, “We’re with you. We’ll hold your 
hand, we’ll help you up. If you fall down, we’ll try and pick you up again.” But the 
point is you have to do it yourself. You have to do it, and we’ll always be with you as 
long as you need us. The day you don’t need us, don’t forget to tell us goodbye. 
Unfortunately, there’s been too many of them have said goodbye and we don’t know 
where they are. Some of them have died, some of them have moved on. 
Occasionally I meet some of them. I was walking down a road a couple of years ago. 
I was just walking down the road near the BBC, and this car pulled over and this 
enormous bloke got out of this big Jaguar and he slung the door open, engine still 
running, rushed up to me. I thought he was going to hit me. Stuck his hand out. He 
said, “John, you did it for me.” “Norman?” It was Norman, Big Norman. We called him 
Big Norman. He didn’t look like Big Norman, he looked bigger. But the other thing is 
he looked healthier. 
 
And the old Big Norman didn’t get out of a Jag. 
Yes. And he had a job as a posh chauffeur, chauffeuring people here, there and 
everywhere for a courtesy thing. It was brilliant. And I met people, I suppose the 
funniest occasion was I was walking down Oxford Street and suddenly this very large 
tomato bumped into me and pushed me. I turned around and it was enormous 
tomatoes and his hand came out and it was a bloke we used to call Bungalow Bill. 
The reason for that was he didn’t have much upstairs, the old story. That was his 
name for himself. And he was working for a promotional business to do with, I 
suppose, tomatoes. So he was a big tomato and he said, “I’m loving it.” But he 
worked with us for about four years and we’d stabilised him. We got him off the gear. 
That was the killer. Got him off the gear, got him placed in education actually, did 
some training. I don’t know what kind of training. So it was really, it’s nice when you 
meet that, but overall you’re there for people, whatever they want to do, as long as 
they are living a life that they want to live. 
 
I mean, did you realise at the start just how popular the vendors would become 
on the streets? I live in a village near Milton Keynes, and I see the same 
vendors at Milton Keynes Station and in the shopping centre all the time, and 
they get to become local faces and local almost celebrities, don’t they? 
Everyone’s chatting to them. 
It’s all totally unintentional. And I get praised for things, and I get thanked for things, 
and I’m not as modest as... I’m not a modest geezer. I love what I’ve done. I’m a 
brilliant geezer. I’ve helped a lot of people, but I haven’t done it without the aid of 
hundreds of thousands of homeless people over the years, and hundreds and 
thousands of members of the public who just adopted the vendors. I mean, obviously 
the vendors have done naughty things. Amongst the people we work, we’re always 
having to stop the naughty from becoming regular. But the thing I love is the 
enthusiasm that the public have adopted for our vendors. 
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But I think the public empathise, don’t they? Because if you’re going to 
descend into homelessness, if you’ve had those problems, then you’re going 
to have some skeletons in the closet and some problems you have to work 
through. I think the public see that as par for the course. 
Yes. 
 
They’re not angels, are they? Not that anyone is. 
No. I think the other thing is the public realise that life is pretty perilous today for most 
people. I mean, most of us are not that far away; what is it, three or four paychecks 
away? I don’t know if it’s ever been any different, but it just seems more perilous 
now. And I think the public, more than anything, I think they buy into somebody who, 
as I was saying earlier, is doing something rather than nothing or is trying to win 
control of their lives. 
 
Well, like you said, a lot of my friends and people that are very dear to me have 
been turfed out by their landlords. They’ve not got their savings up as much as 
they’d like, and they fail a credit check, and then suddenly they’re actually 
having to sofa surf, which is obviously a form of homelessness. I mean, it just 
shows you just how precarious life can be sometimes. You can’t take anything 
for granted. 
Well, sofa surfing, I mean, sofa surfing was a great improvement on rough sleeping. 
But I tell you, you only have to be doing it for a few weeks and you don’t feel you 
belong anywhere. And let’s be honest, if you’re sofa surfing, you’re not making 
friends, because you’re there when maybe somebody wants to be on their own or 
whatever. I cheesed off loads of people in my time because I’ve said, “Can I sofa 
surf?” And they all say, “All right.” And of course, there are people who relish helping 
other people, but you don’t want to help them 365 days of the year, do you? We’re all 
human. 
 
And the phrase ‘social enterprise’ is well-known now, but back then when you 
founded The Big Issue, these things were quite rare. A business that set out to 
do a social good. Because you spoke about the first year, about how you broke 
even, but that’s only one metric. I mean, the whole point of The Big Issue and 
what you’re trying to do is to transform lives and bring people out of poverty 
and homelessness. 
Well, we say we are a business response to a social crisis, and there was a particular 
reason for that. When we started, there were 501 homeless organisations in London 
alone. 1991. I didn’t want to be 502. I didn’t start a charity. I started a business. So 
it’s a business like any other business, though we did our Articles of Association in 
such a way that all the profits go back into the business. We pay tax like any other 
business. We don’t go for freebies. We pay VAT and we do all sorts of things like 
that. Now, the reason for that is because I want to show that a business response to 
a social crisis is a potential and a possibility for getting people out of the sticky stuff. 
So I’m not really a charitable person. We have a charity, which works highly, 
commendably in a particular way. It helps prepare people for moving on and stuff like 
that, or supporting them. But even though I started the charity, I know very little about 
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charities. I am much happier as a businessman and as a business response to a 
social crisis. So we do our best to break even. We do our best to do all the things that 
a business is. But what we’re trying to do as a social enterprise is prove the model. 
And when we started, as you say, people didn’t talk about social enterprises. We are 
probably the most famous social enterprise in the UK. We’re probably the largest 
social enterprise in terms of in the countries that we work in. But we are a loose 
association of lots of little social enterprises. It’s not all controlled by central office, so 
there’s no economic imperialism about it. We let people go their own way and 
because of that we are, I think, much nearer to the ground. I also say, and I keep 
reminding my staff, sometimes to their irritation: we are here for the homeless, the 
homeless are not here for us. When a homeless person doesn’t need us anymore, I 
hope they leave. I don’t want them to hang around to keep anybody in a job. And I’ve 
often said to people, Queen Elizabeth, when she wanted a sit down, she just sat, and 
there had to be a chair behind her. I said, I would love us metaphorically speaking, to 
always be there behind the homeless person who wants to sit down. I only mean it 
metaphorically. I want to be there for the homeless whenever they need us. If they 
fall down, if they err, if they make mistakes, if they do wrongs against us or other 
people, I want to be there afterwards. It would be impossible for me to moralise about 
wrongdoing when I look at my own life and the stuff that I did. So I’m very, very in 
love with the idea of redemption, of rehabilitation, and with helping people to help 
themselves, but always on the basis that if you get it wrong, you can come back. 
Now, that is an attractive way of running a business. It’s impossible. When you’ve got 
one of the largest workforces on the face of the earth, which come and go at their 
will, how do you make it work? We have made it work. We have made it work in such 
a way, I’m astonished. I work with some brilliant people. Brilliant editors, I work with 
brilliant distribution, I work with brilliant coal face workers, people who often face 
danger, face threats and all that stuff. I work with brilliant homeless people who are 
struggling to get out of things. I also work with people who don’t quite get it and leave 
or whatever. But how do you do that and call it a business? I still don’t know. In fact, 
Harvard University asked me to write a book on social business. I said, “I wouldn’t 
know where to begin.” How would I? You have to really almost have a science of it, 
and I do... It’s a kind of ‘suck it and see’ scenario, which has worked. 
 
It’s pretty good science. I mean, it’s become a global franchise. You’ve sold 
over 200 million copies of the magazine. How ambitious were you 
commercially at the beginning? 
Well, as I explained to you, because we got the model wrong from the first day... here 
was going to be a magazine crammed full of advertising, almost like a free magazine, 
but not that free – 50p wasn’t a lot of money in 1991. Almost giving it away to the 
homeless at 10p a copy. Because we got the model wrong, when the advertising 
didn’t come, and a little bit of advertising came, we kind of at the end of the first year 
made a bit. All the emphasis was on survival, not how magnificent... and as I 
explained, every paper we sold, we got further into debt, and because Gordon stuck 
with me, we managed it. If he hadn’t, if he’d got cold feet a little earlier, it wouldn’t 
have worked. And if Anita and Gordon had not put together this enormously 
successful business, there wouldn’t have been the money to actually make the whole 
thing work, because you had to have deep pockets to do what we wanted to do. 
Somebody said to Gordon, “So you spent all that money, wasn’t it a waste?” He said, 
“Well, probably half of it was a waste. The only thing is I don’t know which half.” It’s a 
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bit like what Lord Lever said about advertising. He said, “I spend a million pounds a 
year on advertising and half of it is rubbish. Unfortunately, I don’t know which half.” 
And it’s the same with what we tried to do with The Big Issue. Nobody had done that 
thing. Nobody had been down that road. When you’re doing something for the first 
time, you waste an enormous amount of time and effort and whatever. 
 
I mean, you mentioned earlier about redemption. Can we go back to your origin 
story, as it were? Your childhood. I was reading that you were homeless, you 
were in borstal, you were in an orphanage. Obviously you had a pretty tough 
start in life. 
Yes, but it was wonderful. Absolutely wonderful. I was with a student from the 
University of Cambridge, because I lived near Cambridge. And this woman, young 
woman, she was only about 22, and she was interviewing me for one of these 
college magazines, and she very embarrassingly said, “I’m sorry, I’ve had such a 
privileged life and you’ve had such a hard one.” I said, “Look, everything that 
happened to me, you turn it in a way it becomes a purpose. If somebody kicks you in 
the face and you fall down, you learn a few things. One of them is you don’t hang 
around to be kicked in the face, and maybe you learn to be able to do that to them.” 
So I learned to fight. I learned to stand up for myself. I learned to stand up for weaker 
people than me. I watched the nasties in boys’ prisons and in reformatories, and I’d 
watch them and I learned so much, I learned gentility, kindness, and almost a 
generosity that comes from finding people weaker than yourself really hurt by other 
people in power. So I learned my contempt for power, my contempt for the system, in 
the prison system. 
 
It was a constructive contempt though, isn’t it? Because you want to change 
things. 
Yes, it’s not a contempt like, “You’re all bottoms and go away.” It is a contemp. I don’t 
recognise that their power is so powerful it will stop me from doing what I want. I was 
in the House of Lords today and we were debating the National Health Service, and I 
jumped up to speak even though it wasn’t my turn because there were other people 
who were talking about the National Health Service and I should’ve sat down. But I’m 
not going to do that, because the people who I was told to give the opportunity to 
were doctors, ex-doctors and all that stuff. I’m saying, “Now, hang on, I don’t accept 
your argument. We’re talking about nutrition and the fact that nutrition is a really big 
issue, malnutrition and all sorts of things like that.” I wanted to raise the question, 
“Why is it that Addenbrooke’s Hospital near where I live, 42% of the people who end 
up in that hospital end up there because of nutritional issues?” So nearly half of them 
have got nutritional around obesity and all those sorts of things, and bad food and 
bad drinking and all that stuff. “And why is it that when a doctor is trained for seven 
years, only one afternoon is given to nutrition in all that time? If we’re ever going to 
have a health service that approximates what we need, it’s got to get nearer to the 
fact that our hospitals are being filled up with people who are crying out to be helped 
with regard to nutrition, among other things.” 
 
It’s the old phrase, isn’t it? “We’re digging our graves with our knives and 
forks.” 
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Exactly. 
 
Because if you look at the so-called lifestyle diseases, it’s not just lung cancer 
if you’re a smoker, it’s also diabetes and hypertension, morbid obesity. These 
are diseases we give ourselves. 
And the thing is that if you have a load of people running something like the National 
Health Service who are doctors, then doctors will mend you when you’re ill, but who’s 
going to prevent you from becoming ill? It won’t be the doctors. Until the doctors 
learn that nutrition is something that you don’t just spend half a day on. Anyway, I 
had a bit of a scurry in the House of Lords. And I’m telling you, I’m not there to make 
friends. I’m there to say the way government runs, what the government does, is the 
government is creating problems. The sugar tax, the salt tax or whatever you like to 
call it, all those things that you could do to change. We got rid of smoking on buses 
and in public places. We can do enormous things if we’re running a government that 
is thinking collectively and sensibly, but the problem is that there are too many 
people saying, “Well, let’s leave that National Health Service to itself,” when we 
realise that most people who go into hospital are people there because of some 
social problem. They’re there because things have not worked out for them. 
Interestingly, a friend of mine used to run St Thomas’s Hospital, which is just 
opposite Parliament on the other side of the river, and he said to me, “70% of the 
people in the A&E department are people who failed at school.” I said, “What do you 
mean?” He said, “When you ask them, they didn’t do well at school. They’re using 
the A&E because they haven’t got the chance... they’ve had all the bad jobs, they 
haven’t done well in life, they are not in a situation where they can move on. They’re 
the working poor. It’s terrible.” And I thought, “Hang on.” Then I worked out the fact 
that when I was banged up, it was all people who didn’t do well at school. So if 
actually you wanted to get rid of poverty, you wanted to reduce crime, attack the fact 
that we fail 35% of our children at school. 
 
Didn’t you learn to read and write in prison? 
I did. And I’m very pleased that it was an ordinary screw, an ordinary prison officer 
who gave me a book. I was locked up in a cell on my own, and I’d just left court, I 
was on remand, and the thing was that me and my mate had run away from an 
approved school, a kind of reformatory, and smashed up a car 102 miles an hour in 
Barking. And we’d ended up there, then taken to court, and I was put in a boys’ 
prison. 
 
They call them Secure Training Units now, don’t they? 
Yes. Secure Training Units. Anyway, so I was there, banged up, just in a room. And 
the thing was, a screw came in and he said, “Do you want a book, boy?” And I went, 
“Ah...” And he said, “Oh, you can’t read.” I went, “Ah, I can read certain words, sir.” 
And he said, “Well, I’ll get you a book. Here’s a pencil, underline the words.” So lo 
and behold, three days later he came back. He looked at the book, he said, “All the 
words you underlined are not the big words. They’re the little words. ‘Them’, ‘there...” 
So immediately he realised that the reason I could not understand was because the 
words that make the sentence, the meaning of the sentence, had passed me by. But 
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I could read New York, San Francisco, Istanbul. I could read the big words, but I 
could not read the little words. 
 
Because it’s odd in our society that we want to be “tough” on criminals, which 
means denying them the ability to rehabilitate, training, teaching them to read 
and write, denying them the vote. I mean, why should someone convicted of a 
crime be denied the right to vote? We’re either going to lock people up forever 
and throw away the key or we’re going to lock people up and ultimately have to 
let them out, in which case prison should be about reform and rehabilitation, 
not about punishment. That doesn’t help anyone. You go to prison as 
punishment, not for punishment. 
You take people out of circulation, and there is a real good example, that’s a good 
example, in a neighbourhood where you’ve got somebody who’s terrorising the 
neighbourhood or whatever, and you remove them. And the people who live there 
think, “Thank God, they’re away for a year, two years, five years or whatever,” and 
you remove them. And that’s value. That has a value. But the problem is what do you 
do with them then? They probably come out worse than they went in if you have not 
educated them, if you’ve not given them the chance of improving their lives. So 
therefore, rehabilitation is nothing more than a sensible response to the problem, so 
that when they come out, instead of coming out worse than they went in, they come 
out better. So they then become a member of the community. 
 
It seems so obvious. How have we not grasped this though, as a society, in 
2019? 
I think we’ve all grasped it, but I think the real problem is, when I was in the prison 
system, it was a third of the size it is now. We lock up an enormous amount of 
people. And one of the reasons we lock up an enormous amount of people is 
because people are committing crimes. The reason they’re committing crimes, you 
have to look at, why is it that we have such a divided society? Why do we have so 
many pluses and minuses? Why do we have a society which is unequal in terms of 
opportunity? Why is it that you can go to a comprehensive school and you can come 
out at the end of it, and you would never think that somebody had been in that school 
had learned anything? Why is it that we don’t invest in our shattered families, our 
broken families, like my family? Why did we not invest in my family to keep my family 
together, to give my father the chance of getting skills and abilities, so instead of 
being just a labourer, he could move on to other things, which would then enrich the 
family, he would become a higher taxpayer? All that kind of thinking just doesn’t exist 
because we are always doing with silo thinking. One government department, 
education. Another government department, justice. Another government 
department, employment. Another government department... and none of them work 
across departments, even though they tell you. And the other thing is they’re always 
removing parts of the budget, and very, very pleased because they’re trying to save 
money with regard to austerity, which is another joke. No government can afford 
austerity. 
 
It’s a false economy in the long run. 
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It’s a lot of money. 
 
Tell us how the mission of The Big Issue grew. Because you had the magazine, 
but then you started a social investment arm. You started to think about the 
vendors after they’d stopped selling The Big Issue, how they still needed 
support beyond that. 
Well, I went to America. I worked in America trying to establish street papers, trying 
to establish social businesses, and it was an enormous experience for me. I lived in 
LA for almost three years, two and a half years. And I met people who had a 
problem, I met people who had a solution, I met people who had money, but they 
didn’t know each other. And I thought to myself, “If only I could get these together, 
then I might be able to influence the output of somebody’s life.” So I started 
something called Social Brokers, out of which grew Big Issue Invest. It was very, very 
simple. It was establishing the problem, establishing the solution if there was one, 
and establishing the source of income, and putting them together. So when I came 
back, I realised also that there was another problem, and that was... it was actually 
highlighted by an interview I had with the Times 10 years after The Big Issue started. 
So I came back in 2000. I was there 1997-2000 in the States. 2001, the 10th 
anniversary. 9/11 actually happened the day that we had our 10th anniversary. And 
the Times interviewed me and said, “All right then, John Bird. You had 10 years of 
doing what you’re doing, what are you going to do for the next 10 years, 20 years?” 
And I said, “Well, you know what? I spent 10 years mending broken clocks. So what 
I’m going to do for the next 10 or 20 years is prevent clocks from breaking. Now, I’m 
one of those people who opens their mouth and their bottom rattles. I say things I 
don’t even know or have never thought. I think, “That’s brilliant.” You know, it’s like, 
sometimes you’re funnier than people think you are. 
 
Not me, but you’re doing well so far! 
So anyway, then what happened? We had the chance of doing some social 
investment, but we didn’t have the skills. So I took somebody who was working in 
one part of The Big Issue and I moved them over, a guy called Nigel Kershaw, who 
now runs Big Issue Invest, and I moved him over largely because he had skills 
around finance. He knew how to talk to people in the City. He was smooth enough, 
and there was no way I could do it. I wouldn’t even know, well, I wouldn’t know one 
end of an investment fund from another. So what happens is I then start thinking, 
“What are we doing? What are we doing? We’re doing this emergency work on the 
streets. We’re helping people to cope and sometimes we’re curing them. What’s 
lacking?” And then I thought, “Hang on, what’s lacking is prevention.” So I came up 
with this methodology, once again overnight, silly, early-morning flash through my 
head, and it was PECC – Prevention, Emergency, Coping and Cure. And interesting, 
while I was thinking about this, I met a very, very posh young woman who had a 
shedload of money and she wanted to give it or use it. I think her mother or father 
had died, and she wanted to spend a large amount of money, a couple of hundred 
thousand, and she said, “I want to spend it in and around homelessness.” And I said, 
“Well, how do you want to spend it?” She said, “Well, I don’t know, you tell me.” And 
then I’d been doing this work: Prevention, Emergency, Coping, and Cure. I thought, 
“Well, does she want to spend it on preventing people becoming homeless? Does 
she want to spend the money on emergency, which was so good it would get people 
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out of homelessness? Was she wanting to spend the money on coping, stabilising 
people so that you can move them on to a cure, or was she working on a cure? I 
thought, “Wow.” So I said to her, “Look, you have a choice. Do you want to spend it 
in prevention, which is investing in education, social support, helping families stay 
together, knitting the family together, so that if they fall on a hard time, Dad and Mum 
don’t get kicked out of their social housing or whatever, or do you want to do 
prevention? Do you want to do it around education so people coming out of prison 
have got a skill and ability, and they therefore don’t get into trouble again, so you 
prevent them from falling into homelessness? Or do you want to do emergency, 
helping them when they come out of prison, come out of local authority care? Are 
you there to help them, so they don’t starve, so they don’t go to crime or prostitution? 
Do you want to work with coping, stabilising them? Do you want to help them?” 
Anyway, so I developed this whole methodology around being asked questions, and 
then I thought, “That’s where I want to be. I want to prevent people falling down. I 
want to prevent the next generation of Big Issue vendors. I don’t want any more Big 
Issue vendors. I don’t want Charlie, who is five now, when he gets to 20 in 15 years’ 
time, on the drugs, or even on a methadone script going nowhere, broken. I don’t 
want him falling into homelessness or crime, or having to sell a Big Issue.” So I was 
obsessed with prevention, and then I thought, “We have to do the best emergency 
work, so that when somebody falls down, we get them up quickly, and we move them 
on. Dust them down, and move them on.” So I developed this method, and out of 
that, I then thought to myself, “What I’ve got to do is I’ve got to stop behaving as this 
beautiful butterfly, outside of thinking out of the box.” People would say, “Oh, I love 
that John Bird. He thinks out of the box, what a lovely guy,” and I’ve heard it too 
often. You know, when people say, “Oh, yes, you’re really good at this,” and you 
think...” 
 
“You’re a big thinker” 
Yes. “Oh wow, I really liked you, because you’re such a great dancer,” and you 
realise, “Well, crap,” but what it means is that they’re not a great dancer. 
 
I’m a great dancer. I’ve got the moves. I’m just not so sure. 
You keep them. So I kept getting these people saying to me, “You think outside the 
box,” then I thought to myself, “Hang on, if I’m thinking outside the box, what’s the 
box doing?” Then I realised that all of my work, all of this invention, this preventing 
the next generation of Big Issue vendors, could only be achieved by getting in the 
box and changing the box from within; changing the government changing the way 
they work their budgets; creating transferable budgets that would float around, that 
would move wherever the problem was. So it might be in the police, and you’d move 
it to criminal justice, or you’d move it on, and all that sort of stuff. You’d move 
education here. You’d put more into education and so you’d create a malleable 
solution rather than a stayed, siloed-based thing. And that’s really where I started to 
think that the important things we’ve got to do are actually get the box working – and 
that’s why I’m in the House of Lords. 
 
Tell us about Chapter Catcher. 
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Chapter Catcher is a strange beastie. 
 
It’s all about improving literacy, isn’t it? 
It’s so many things. I started The Big Issue 28 years ago. I’ve often thought about 
starting other magazines, but I’ve concentrated on spreading it all over the world and 
all that stuff. I’ve concentrated on investment finance, so I’ve never really moved 
away from magazines, and then I went into the booth for the Brexit thing. I’m not 
allowed to vote now that I’m in the Lords. I can’t vote in a general election, but I can 
vote in referendums, and I went into the referendum. I live in this little village just 
outside Cambridge, and I went in. I went in with my wife, and she said to me as we 
were about to enter the booth, “What are you going to vote?” and I said, “Well, I’m 
going to vote to remain, largely because I’m a coward.” Because I was frightened of 
the idea of the loss of prosperity. 
 
Didn’t you used to be a Marxist-Leninist agitator? 
I was a Marxist-Leninist-Trotskyist, yes I was, in the good old days, but... 
 
You saw the light! 
I saw the light! There was no money in it anyway. Anyway, so I go into the booth with 
my wife, and we both vote to remain. And I remain a Remainer. And then I left and I 
thought, “Hang on, I’ve just been through probably the biggest change in my life.” I 
missed the Second World War by nine months. I was born just after the Second 
World War. There’ve been all sorts of things that have happened, but this was a 
seismic change. I was there to vote against joining or, I mean, we were already 
members. I voted against staying in 1975, and I lost, and I voted to remain in 2016, 
and I lost. And I thought to myself, “Hang on, I don’t really know all the issues.” I 
never really thought my way into it. I didn’t use my brilliant self-education and all that 
stuff. Then I met people who voted to leave or to stay, and I thought what’s in 
common with all the people I knew. This doesn’t cover everybody in the world, but 
certainly covered the people I knew, is most of them just had a set of anecdotes, and 
they had the opinion of the Guardian, or the opinion of the Mail, or the opinion of the 
BBC, or Sky, or whatever, and I realised of course that, what actually happened is 
we’d been through this enormously threatening change, or “change”, whatever you 
like to call it, and I had no idea, and they had no idea and I thought, “There’s a 
magazine in this.” Two or three years later, I made a team in The Big Issue – young 
people, people who are students, people who are hungry for ideas and hungry for 
change. I got together a group of people, and we came up with this idea of a 
magazine that was called Chapter Catcher. It’s the dumbest magazine ever 
produced. It does not give one piece of advice. It is 50 chapters in a magazine where 
you open the magazine, and you read a chapter, and you say, “This is rubbish”, and 
then you move on. “This is rubbish.” “Oh, I like this.” And the idea is, it’s a browser. 
The idea is to get you to read deeper, broader, wider. The problem is, we learn to 
read and write, and then we don’t use that incredible ability to read and write; to read 
below the surface of what the newspapers tell us or what the media tells us or what 
well-known experts tell us. So I was driven by the crisis around Brexit, and I am one 
of those persons who is still obsessed with the problems that Brexit has thrown up, 
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and it’s not what I would’ve done. But the real important thing is, I needed a 
magazine that was intellectually challenging, and the only way to challenge people’s 
understanding is by giving them the chance of reading beyond their own accepted 
areas, and thinking. Most of our thinking must come from reading. Because I’m not a 
philosopher sitting in a garden, thinking about the meaning of life. I’m reading 
something, and then I’m giving an opinion to myself and maybe to others. 
 
Leaders are readers. 
Leaders are readers, yes. So, I came up with this idea of Chapter Catcher. What I’m 
in love with is that it’s really been taken up by prison libraries. I’m very interested in 
using libraries in prisons, where I think it’s four or five copies go to every prison 
library in Britain, and I think it’s about 140 prisons. It gets distributed to schools, it 
gets distributed to bookshops, and it gets distributed everywhere. We’re still working 
on the financial model, so at the moment it’s spending money to see how it grows. 
We’ve been running now for about three months. What I didn’t understand is that I 
gave the head, or whatever the term, to a young woman who is the editor, Nicole 
Bilan, who is at a university in London, and her friend, who is a designer, and they 
produced the best; the most beautiful magazine I’ve ever seen. It is the illustration of 
storytelling through chapters. It is absolutely gorgeous, and anybody opens it falls in 
love with it. The problem is, we designed the first Big Issue full of advertising. We 
designed this magazine to be sold in bookshops. The problem is bookshops don’t 
know how to sell magazines. They know how to sell books, but they don’t know, so 
they put it on the shelf like everything else, and it just sits there. So we’ve got to 
educate the bookshops and say, “Look, if you take this book, this magazine is to get 
people reading books, footfall for your shop, footfall for the libraries, footfall for the 
community.” So therefore, we’ve got this strange situation now, where we’re having 
to grow it outside of bookshops and then take it to the bookshops. I have come up 
with a new model for subscriptions. If you want to subscribe to Chapter Catcher, we’d 
love you giving us £25 a year. It comes out four times a year. Give us your £25. Then 
what we’ll do, you tell us who your local bookshop is, we will send half the money, 
£12.50, to the bookshop, and every time it comes out, we’ll send the magazine to the 
bookshop and you will go and pick it up, because it’s a social interaction. It’s not a 
distant thing, so it’s called a social subscribe. I don’t know anybody else who does it. 
It’s beginning to work with some of the bookshops, and it’s a really, only maybe 10 or 
20, but it’s really interesting. What we’ve got to do, if we want to save our bookshops 
and our libraries, we’ve got to use them. I went on a demonstration to save our 
bookshops and libraries three years ago, just after I became a Lord, and I spoke to 
some of the people, and I said, “How often do you go to your local bookshop? How 
often do you go to your local library?” I would say eight out of 10 said they didn’t 
really have the time. So there were people upset about bookshops and libraries, not 
realising that unless you use bookshops and libraries, you’re going to lose them. 
 
What’s been your proudest moment so far in this long journey? 
I think the proudest moment is the fact that I can take people into the House of Lords, 
who have had no light ever shone on them. No one’s ever treated them as though 
they were a person of kindness and love, and I’ve taken dozens and dozens of 
homeless people in, and I’ve given them good food, and I’ve given them opportunity 
to meet people, to meet Lords and baronesses, and I found that really moving, 
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because I see how it energises them. I think what the public did to the homeless, 
through The Big Issue is that they shone their light on them and made the homeless 
feel really important. I am always receiving selfies from vendors who are with 
customers – for some strange reason, they have all got my phone number – so they 
send me these selfies and it’s brilliant. I want to do an exhibition of them. It’s 
absolutely brilliant. And when I can take these people, but I think, if I’m perfectly 
honest, I think the chance of standing up in the House of Lords and doing my maiden 
speech and admitting that I would not have been there if it were not for the fact that I 
was a liar, a cheater, and a thief, and it was the British prison system that educated 
me, because the Catholic school I went to and the terrible circumstances of my life, 
there was nobody there for me. The British justice system took hold of me, taught me 
to read and write, took hold of me, taught me how to have printing skills, took hold of 
me, taught me about gardening, taught me about trees, taught me about bricklaying, 
scaffolding – all the skills that I’ve used to earn my living through the years were got 
in the British prison system, and I love those people. They’re not with us anymore. I 
just wish we could create another generation so that people like me who got into the 
grief were given the chance of helping themselves, so that they can help others. I 
don’t think we have any other purpose in life other than to help those people who are 
more needy than ourselves. Interestingly, I have many friends who have been 
through tragedies, lost families, and they always ask me what to do and I said, “Well, 
go and help somebody else. Just go and help them.” And it’s so interesting, if you’ve 
had a tragedy, if you’ve had a loss, if you had a breakup, the one thing you’ve got to 
do is stop thinking about yourself. Start thinking about somebody else. There was a 
guy who came to me one day, a very, very aggressive big ex-soldier, and we had to 
throw him out of The Big Issue because he was incredibly painful and he was 
pushing everybody out of the way. The next time I saw him and he came up to me 
and he said, “Ah, John Bird,” you’re this, that and the other. And I said, “Look, can’t 
you do us all a favour and do something for somebody else?” “What do you mean?” I 
said, “Look, there’s a squaddie over there, and he’s about to get arrested because 
he’s urinating outside that pub. Why don’t you go and sort him out?” And I walked 
away. About two weeks later, I met this guy in The Big Issue and he said to me, 
“John, I got that bloke a billet.” And I said, “What do you mean? What bloke?” And I’d 
forgotten all about it. And he’d started to sort somebody else’s life out. That guy 
grew, and he became a member of our staff, and he became one of the best staff 
we’ve ever had, largely because he recognised that his own humanity was being 
barred, held back, because he was so wrapped up in his own troubles and problems. 
So if you’ve had a reversal in life, don’t think of yourself. Go out and help somebody 
else, and by God, will it change you! That’s one of the powers of The Big Issue. 
 
John, you’re an inspiration. Thank you for your time. 
Thank you. 
 
 
 


