
CYAN MAGENTA YELLOW BLACK

24

GAIL FORCE

ail Rebuck, the most powerful person in
British publishing, greets me as I emerge
from the lift on the sixth floor of the 
Random House headquarters in Vauxhall
Bridge Road. Nice touch: not a minion in

sight. ‘My USP,’ she says later, ‘apart from longevity, because I
am very old, is really a people thing.’ 

She is 55 but seems younger, though her strong features look
mournful when she’s in thought. Her smile is cheering, her hair 
is a glossy raven and her voice is clear and completely New
Labour classless. She dresses like a rich art teacher; today it’s
purple cashmere and a bias-cut floral skirt with a bit of a shawl
thing. In short, there is nothing particularly arresting about this
attractive, middle-aged, middle-class mother of two. Except
her charisma, which hits you between the eyes. Private Eye
once wrote that she crunches diamonds between her teeth.
She is nicknamed The Terminator.

Since 1991 she has been chair and chief executive of the 
Random House Group, which incorporates six major publish-
ing companies with over 40 imprints. All in all, the group of
companies is estimated to take 14 per cent of the £3 billion-plus
British book market, but Rebuck’s empire also covers Aus-
tralia, New Zealand, India and South Africa. Until last year,
when Hachette acquired Time Warner Book Group, Random
House was the biggest publisher in Britain by some way. Now
they are number two but rallying. ‘It’s great fun,’ says Gail. ‘It
was so difficult being number one because we had nothing to
fight for.’ The fight, incidentally, is going expectedly well –
Rebuck has no history of defeat – and Random House recently
made the grand and some might say aggressive move of buying
James Patterson, one of Hachette’s flagship authors. ‘He has
eight books coming out next year,’ she says. ‘He’s a one-man
publishing house; it’s extraordinary.’ 

Earlier this year, Gail and her team (whom she refers to end-
lessly, alternately praising them for their brilliance and, per-
haps, using them to mask a personal ruthlessness) successfully

Her grandfather was an illiterate Latvian tailor and her mother a hairdresser who left
school at 13.So how did Gail Rebuck become the queen of British publishing,and a
confidante of Prime Ministers and Presidents? Now there’s a story,says Annabel Rivkin
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