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We either leave the EU now or spend the next 
two years, as one suspects Mrs May is doing, 
negotiating our way back in without voting 

rights. If she delays long enough ratification will become an 
election issue, with Corbyn offering us a surprise ‘Leave’. 
Faced with a choice between Marx and Brussels, it would 
be game set and match to Mrs May. If however we were to 
invoke Article 50 and leave now there would be no need 
for complicated manoeuverings. We could tear up Lisbon 
and the other treaties we made with the EU and rely on 
WTO tariffs and await a further fall in the pound. The 
benefit would be to us.

It would take political courage. The EU has erected a 
Berlin Wall of tariffs against the world. Following our 
exit a German truck carrying a load of eggs would be 
waved through any EU border but a British truck with the 
same cargo might apart from duties have to undergo an 
expensive inspection to ensure all the eggs were the same 
size. Fake EU ‘standards’ pay for the £180 bottles of wine 
on Junker’s table, the inflated salaries and allowances of 
165,000 civil servants in Brussels, the tax free perks, the 
limousines and all the other paraphernalia of a corrupt 
mafia. It is also completely unnecessary. We could still 
trade with the remaining 27 states on our old EU terms, 
excluding free movement of workers with hardly a letter 
of the old agreement being changed. Instead we are talking 
protection money.

Instead the cost of buying into this tariff wall would be 
huge, close to what we pay now and we would have to accept 
free movement. The only way out of it is a trade war, a 30 
per cent tax on German car imports and ten day customs 
inspections until they see commercial sense. Brussels thinks 
we don’t have the bottle. Only Mrs May can answer that.

As for people movement we have already said we will 
guarantee all EU nationals who were legally in Britain 
on or before June 23 rights of residence. In future we will 
only take whom we like and need. Nor should British 
nationals in Europe fear for their residence status unless 
Spain, Portugal, Italy, Ireland and Greece want to provoke 
a housing smash of all housing smashes engulfing their 
economies. Do the Spanish really want to see their foreign 

house owners, many of them their best customers – without 
whom whole swathes of Spain will become economic 
deserts – suddenly up and leave? 

What about the only two benefits of the EU; mobile 
phone tariffs and the EU Health Card? Britain entertains 
some 30 million visitors yearly from the EU; who would 
not be pleased to see their health cover vanish. All it 
would take would be a series of deals with the remaining 
27 member states of the EU to reinstate the old rules. As 
for the phone tariffs we merely peg them to those with 
Europe, or make them, to annoy Brussels, a bit cheaper. 

There remains the problem of asylum seekers and our 
new land borders, one in Ireland and one in Scotland if 
the latter leaves the UK. As in Calais now, asylum seekers 
would be processed on the Scottish or Irish sides of the 
border by English border guards. This would stop them 
setting foot on English soil and claiming perpetual refugee 
status. Scotland could settle them in the Highlands or on 
the plenitude of islands along her west coast where very 
comfortable accommodation could be arranged, while at 
the same time offers of free flights with a £5000 pound 
resettlement grant paid on arrival back in their native 
countries would always be available. Two summers of 
midges might prove a powerful incentive to take up such 
an offer. Ireland too is blessed with a number of islands on 
its west and south west coasts, but unlike Scotland, bogus 
asylum seekers in Ireland do not have an easy time getting 
into the country in the first place. The Irish, a generous and 
open-handed people, have a sharp nose for being conned. 

How will we know if Theresa May and her smooth, 
joking Boris Johnson as well as the pair of political 
geldings she appointed as trade minsters are not negotiating 
their way back into Europe? If there are no serious rows 
between Brussels and London over tariffs in the next two 
months, if instead it is all fine wines at Mr Junker’s table 
then we are being sold down Tariff river. 

When Theresa May assured us that ‘Brexit means Brexit’ 
she also said ‘There will be no second referendum’. That 
means we have to accept the deal she strikes with Brussels. 
Are we going back in on her terms, or Whitehall’s terms? 
Is there a difference? 

Web:  www.salisburyreview.com
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June 13th 1944: the Germans began terror bombing 
London with the V1 flying bomb which they 
playfully called ‘cherry stones’. Hitler’s initial 

secret weapon, fired from the forest of D’Eawy in 
northern France was to be followed by the unstoppable 
V2 ballistic missile which could be fired from any 
convenient patch of ground. The first V1 struck Grove 
Road, Mile End, in East London, dismembering eight 
people. Over the next four months 7,000 civilians were 
blown to pieces and another 18,000 injured as the jet 
engine-powered missiles packed with high explosives 
arrived in droves. Belgium, already under cruel 
o c c u p a t i o n , 
w a s  h i t  b y 
2 , 4 4 8  V 1 s 
from October 
1944 to March 
1945. Nearly 
a  t h o u s a n d 
peop le  d i ed 
the re ,  some 
s i t t i ng  i n  a 
cinema.

A f t e r  a 
long grinding 
w a r  p e o p l e 
in  southeast 
England were 
t i r e d  a n d 
m o r a l e  f e l l 
a l a r m i n g l y. 
Now they were 
forced to listen 
and pray as the engine above them cut out before the 
missile fell to earth, wondering if it would be their 
street or the next. Most tried to carry on with their 
normal lives but there was a pervasive sense of anxiety, 
increasing at a time when many felt the war was nearly 
over and their civilisation had been saved. 

The BBC reported the arrival of this new disruptive 
terror very cautiously, not just to avoid stirring up 
panic and discontent, although that was an issue, but 
on the advice of William Barclay, who opposed all 
bombing raids over Germany, and Bishop Bell, who 
wanted to negotiate with Germany. They realised that 
morally as Christians, or at least Enlightened men, it 
was imperative to avoid the real danger of the situation: 
the implication that the German people themselves 

‘Normal’	Terrorism
Jane	Kelly

were in any way involved in initiating this new form of 
warfare, or in fact had any part to play in the outbreak 
of war at all. 

The blame obviously lay with just a few fanatical men 
under Hitler: Albert Speer, Hitler’s armaments minister 
who built factories using slave labour, a barbaric evil 
never likely to happen in Britain; Hans Kammler, in 
charge of SS construction projects including the V2, 
right down to the German officer who went into his 
concrete bunker in the French forest every day after his 
breakfast to supervise the rocket launches. The latter 
was however was just caught up in events, probably 

very young and 
misguided and 
t h e  p r o d u c t 
of a difficult 
background.

A s  m a n y 
people at the 
BBC pointed 
out, there was 
an awful lot of 
bombing going 
on, including 
t h e  B r i t i s h 
carpet bombing 
o f  Hamburg 
and Dresden, 
so no one could 
r ea l ly  po in t 
the finger at 
Germany. It was 
u n t h i n k a b l e 

that the German people themselves or their culture 
and beliefs had anything to do with any of this 
unleashing horror. Among the worst aspects of the 
situation were reports, particularly from hysterical US 
wireless commentators, about persecution of the Jews 
in Germany and later in areas occupied by Hitler’s 
forces. By 1943 everyone had heard how they were 
being removed from areas where they had lived for a 
thousand years. Culture was changing; Germans were 
moving in and pushing indigenous ethnic groups out.

Many of the ‘best’ people in the UK listening to such 
reports, didn’t like Jews much and generally despised 
religion of any kind, but if the stories, or rumours, 
as some called them, went on, it would obviously 
lead to the German people getting a very bad name 
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indeed. That in turn might lead to the worst crime of 
all, which no one wanted to envisage: racism against 
the Germans. 

Reporting on the persecution of Jews was dangerous 
because the next thing you knew the masses would 
be sitting around their wireless sets eating Snoek fish 
cakes and enjoying vulgar comedy shows parodying 
evil German officers, with cod Teutonic names like 
Fumf and Klinkerhoff. They who would come on 
shouting in daft accents, making idiotic remarks which 
might quickly turn into popular catch-phrases. People 
in air-raid shelters not clever enough to play Bridge or 
read T S Eliot might well be reduced to whiling away 
their time making racist anti-German jokes.

Being right-thinking, you probably have no idea 
what those are. Historically they went along the lines 
of, and I warn you that you might find this disturbing: 

A French company: You have two cows. You go on 
strike and organise a riot because you want three 
cows. 

An Italian company: You have two cows. You don’t 
know where they are so you decide to forget about 
them and have lunch. 

An Indian company: You have two cows. You decide 
to worship them. 

Not funny I know and quite upsetting. We can only 
be grateful that in his bunker under Whitehall, Mr 
Churchill was regularly on the phone to FDR and also 
Stalin – when he could get through – preparing for 
the final end of the war and the creation of a society 
where there would be no ‘Us and Them’ any more, 
where no one from a ‘minority’ would be unfairly 
called to account for their cultural attitudes. If eating 
people was wrong before the war, it was now much 
better understood.

Of course it wasn’t like that at all. We knew our 
enemy and fought him to a standstill, erasing his cities 
that sheltered a complicit population happy to work for 
a Nazi victory. That perception of good and evil is long 
gone, replaced by a much more considered evaluation 
of social mores and greater fairness based on a much 
greater knowledge of the other person’s point of view. 
This was proved again on July 26th (5 weeks ago) 
when ISIS opened a new front in its war with the West 
by slitting the throat of an old French priest while he 
was celebrating Mass in a small church in Normandy, 
the first such attack on a Christian church in Europe.

The two Islamic terrorists, both on terrorist watch-
lists, filmed his death on their mobiles. They also took 
two nuns hostage telling them, ‘You Christians kill us.’

In France the murder was clearly seen as a new 
departure for the jihadists following a catalogue of 

attacks on places of worship all over the Middle East. I 
was in Rouen at the time and watched as people shrank 
in misery and fear at the killing, their ami certainly less 
bon, their well-led lives diminished. All local churches 
as well as Rouen cathedral held extra services. Flags 
were flown at half-mast. 

The French President spoke of a ‘War’ against 
terrorism and was immediately rebuked by the ‘i’ 
newspaper who said he was making things worse 
by making Muslims feel incriminated. They were 
supported by Le Monde, the French left-wing paper, 
which announced it would no longer publish the names 
or photos of anyone accused of terrorism. In the same 
vein, not wishing to make racist assumptions, the BBC 
rushed to report a junior French official saying, ‘the 
significance of the event is not clear.’ 

Acute listeners to the BBC know that means: don’t 
go slipping into the error of racial or religious stereo-
typing here, let’s just hope to God that it was a right-
wing extremist what done it, not a Muslim. Sadly for 
them it was a follower of Islam. 

On Newsnight, Richard Barrett, a former director 
of MI6, was quick to mention Anders Breivik in case 
we forget that the extreme right is worse than radical 
Islam. Rather worryingly he suggested that protecting 
the public was almost impossible because it involved 
surveillance of so great a number of people. There are 
3,000 Islamic radicals on the watch list in the UK alone. 
Besides he said, ‘we don’t regard any other form of 
crime in that way, and we are extrapolating from our 
fear of migrants.’

He was joined by Shami Chakrabati, who, pointing 
to the danger of the extreme right as promptly as she 
could, rushed to remind us of the recent murder of a 
British Labour MP, Jo Cox. The man who made that 
attack was also obviously mad, so that was a good way 
of destabilising any argument about religious motives. 
She then followed her friend from MI6 by saying that 
we all have to ‘live with risk in our lives,’ and ‘have 
to deal with our own (irrational?) fears and make sure 
we don’t close down our free society.’

 She said the risk-free society is the enemy of 
democratic society, rather in the way liberals used to 
say crime was the price we pay for freedom, and hoped 
we would ‘go the way of Norway,’ rather than America 
after 9/11, an event along with 7/7 which she said had 
given us all a good chance to, ‘reconsider’. 

Just as we had started reconsidering our many 
national crimes, she informed us reassuringly that she 
had been offered a peerage, many, many times.

So the murder of the old man was really not a special 
event at all, just an unrelated action by two disturbed 
young men, and could not have been prevented. We 
really do live in a dangerous world, and this was 
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reinforced the following day when John Humphrys on 
Today on Radio 4 interviewed Austen Ivereigh, former 
editor of The Tablet and Christopher Jamison, a director 
of the RC National Office for Vocation, who when he 
was asked what we should do replied:

The only response that the church can have now is 
to underline the fact that it remains open. That it’s 
not going to start adopting armed guards because 
that would undermine the very nature of what the 
church is and what priesthood is. I mean anybody 
can walk in to attend mass and kill the priest, that’s 
just a fact. Pope Francis’s response and the Bishops 
of France’s response, is precisely not the time to start 
shutting out immigrants. Pope Francis described the 
attack yesterday as an act of absurd violence. In other 
words it’s just like a madman with a knife who has 
psychiatric problems knifing a priest on the doorstep, 
there is very little difference.

So the death of the priest was just another couple of 
loonies with a knife. Mental instability was to blame. 
They were little different from the judge who recently 
gave a short sentence to university student, who was 
stopped at Stansted on his way to Syria to teach bomb-
making. The judge described him as ‘naive,’ having a 
‘nomadic childhood’ and becoming radicalised because 
he had to ‘learn English from scratch’.

It’s reassuring to know that Islamic fundamentalism 
is not involved, the terrorists don’t really hate us; it’s 

all to do with poor childhoods and the strain of coming 
to live in the West. 

Not to be outdone by the Pope’s populist piety, the 
Archbishop of Canterbury took to Twitter to issue what 
columnist Simon Heffer calls, ‘A bromide,’ making a 
non-specific point about the general badness of evil. 

During the bromidic days following the main attempt 
it was the great and the good who tried to normalise the 
situation, to make it seem that the filmed knifing was 
nothing that ‘care in the community’ couldn’t handle, 
and besides we all better get used to it because that 
is the way things are now. The message was, don’t 
complain that you are scared because that only betrays 
your irrational, possibly racist fears. 

Rather like aerial bombing, random terror attacks 
are just something you have to put up with until your 
government puts a stop to it, or in the case of attacks 
from radical Islam, they finally decide they have a 
moral right to abandon what they see as the principles 
of liberty and fight back, unwillingly allowing for the 
fact that the vulgar masses often prefer life to liberty. 

Our protectors among the great and the good, plus 
MI6, also have to decide whether the West with its 
guilty conscience is really worth saving. If it is they 
had better be quick. 

Jane Kelly worked for the Daily Mail.

Donald	Trump:	‘The	Political	
Wrecking	Ball’
Mark	Mantel

One of the first books I ever bought was Trump’s 
The Art of the Deal. Yes, I readily scorned the 
stuffy volumes of Balzac’s Human Comedy 

under my native roof, to go roll in the hay with Trump’s 
paperback. And what is worse still, a kind of affection 
lingers in my heart for him, in the same way I can’t 
totally disown the abrasive music of certain bands who 
smash their guitars on stage. 

These days, scores of analysts and other chattering 
monkeys are busily rummaging through Trump’s little 
book, searching for titbits, for clues. And it turns out 
that, possibly, a ghostwriter had really written it all. In 
any case, I have yet to see one accurate description in 
the press of the man’s true colours, from left or from 
right. I have yet to read a good explanation for why 

many mainstream Republicans have been intriguing 
against Trump. So let us try. 

First, though, we must venture on a brief trip to times 
past. Imagine, if you would, travelling back in time 
to some grimy industrial town in, say, 1971. Imagine 
presenting yourself in the smoky office of a fat political-
boss, a loudmouthed Democrat to the fingertips. A man 
who has built his following among the patriotic ethnic 
(Irish, Italian and Polish) middle classes. A man who 
can, on the one hand, help the business community cut 
through red tape and legislative mazes to facilitate fast 
economic growth. And on the other hand, a man who 
can talk to the unions about foreign competition, about 
the new waves of darker immigrants coming in who 
threaten to lower wages, and about the decline of the 
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‘Buy American’ ethic. 
And now imagine questioning this fat character, 

with his gaudy gold watch and Celtic strawberry 
brows, furtive eyes watching you, about his view of 
things. I suggest, if you did this, you would start to 
get a portrait, in a rough and ready way of Trump’s 
political and social outlook. And you would also 
see why he is loathed by mainstream Republicans. 
And for that matter, you would notice how far the 
Democratic party has moved from being the party of 
the panting proletariat to the party of identity politics, 
with its myriad abstract hatreds, 
its restless and factious tribes, all 
banded together.

Now, when you examine our fat 
political-boss, you’ll find a few 
definite things. First, you’ll notice 
that the man staunchly opposes 
permitting our corporations to 
go trotting the globe. He wants 
them bolted down tight to the 
greasy asphalt, beneath whirls of 
industrial grey smoke, just where 
they should be. It’s hard to bargain 
wages with folks who can run 
off to coconut country. Second, 
you’ll find a good Protectionist, 
desiring walls and tariffs gathered 
round. Last, you’ll notice the 
man suspects unfamiliar new 
immigrants, independent of the 
political machine, threatening the delicate balance of 
things. 

But what has this fat man to do with Trump? Trump is 
a glitzy billionaire, after all. His father before him was 
a wealthy man. The answer is not in Trump’s riches, but 
in his boyhood in Queens. For Trump’s dad Fred was a 
lot like our fat man, though he himself was skinny. And 
Queens in those days was a lot like our grimy industrial 
towns. Indeed, Trump’s dad was a rough-hewn real-
estate developer, with a reddish-grey moustache, 
always ashamed that he never went to college. He 
bequeathed to Trump an intimate knowledge of the 
construction business and how to deal with rivals. Fred 
Trump worked from daylight till dark and scrupulously 
negotiated the minutiae of each deal, down to the price 
of brooms. The fellows coming to dinner to the Trump 
house were tough Queens businessmen, law-and-order 
Irish police-chiefs, colourful union-bosses. Certainly 
there was not a vegetarian or deconstructionist among 
them. And nobody carving the Trump holiday goose 
had any friends on the Board of the Metropolitan 
Museum, that’s for sure. 

Indeed, young Trump often hung around the sweating 

construction workers at his dad’s construction sites, 
listening to their views, unblemished by Critical 
Theory. At one point in Trump’s book, he says the gritty 
old guys who bet on horses have more good sense than 
most educated prattlers. He even reserves his genuine 
respect, almost, to such rough fellows. Trump also 
mentions that he would rather ask an unpretentious cab 
driver about good real estate than hire a fancy Boston 
research firm. 

Yet his dad’s enterprising pals, the ugly grey chimneys 
of the Queens skyline, the whiffs of steam not far off, 

were not fully to Trump’s liking. 
There was something different in 
him, something that lighted up 
when he saw Manhattan in the 
distance. And so when the time 
came, Trump put on his golden 
wings, after finishing Wharton 
Business School, and crossed the 
river, landing on the Upper-East 
Side. Very soon, pretty dashing 
and stylish, he went from building 
low-income housing to buying the 
famous Plaza Hotel, erecting an 
ostentatious profusion of colossal 
monstrosities in between. His 
social ascent was uncommonly 
sharp. And a consequence of this 
move was an elaborate training in 
the ways of Park Avenue and even 
the rituals of political correctness. 

Trump knows what not to say, that is without a doubt. 
Trump’s rise in politics brings us back to our fat 

political-boss. You see, such a man no longer has a cosy 
spot on the American political map, and he is angry. 
And his people are angry too. For they still all exist. 
And their economic goals are opposite to those of the 
Free-Trade Republicans. And frankly, their economic 
goals are opposite to the Democrats too. Sociologists 
such as Pierre Bourdieu, Christopher Lasch and Daniel 
Bell, have long observed that the main differences 
between the mainstream left and mainstream right 
stem from their sources of income. The mainstream 
right represents what remains of heavy industry, and 
those stern and austere industrialists we see in Gilded 
Age portraits. The mainstream left is peopled by a new 
services-bourgeoisie, who prefer a hedonistic ethos so 
that everyone buys tons of cool stuff. Neither wants 
much to do with our fat political-boss or the ‘workers’. 
I suppose this is what is called ‘Post-Industrialism’. 

Trump is what Democrats used to be like, back 
when they hated foreigners as much as the next guy. 
And, by the way, they didn’t like gays much either. 
It was Marx, after all, who called homosexuality a 
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When Jo Cox, the Labour Member of 
Parliament, was murdered just before the 
referendum on Brexit, I thought that it 

might turn the vote in favour of the status quo, of which 
she, otherwise an advocate of 
radical change, was a strong 
supporter. Strictly speaking, 
her brutal death should not 
have affected the result in 
either direction: it left the 
arguments for and against 
leaving the European Union 
precisely where they had been 
before. But no one should 
dismiss out of hand the effect 
of candles and teddy bears 
on the political thought of a 
modern electorate; and it is 
always tempting to suppose 
that the causes believed in by 
someone who dies as horribly 
as Jo Cox must have been 
good ones.

In the event, however, it 
seems that her death had little effect on the result: 
though it is impossible to prove indubitably that it had 
no effect at all. Her own area voted solidly in rejection 
of her own views, but there is nothing wrong or sinister 
in this: Members of Parliament are not supposed to be 
mere mouthpieces for the views of their constituents, 
to blow hither and yon on the changing winds of public 
opinion. If the voters are unsatisfied, they can vote for 
someone else at the next election. 

It was quite right, of course, that immediately after 

Jo	Cox;	A	Very	Modern	Saint
Theodore	Dalrymple

she was killed nothing ill should have been said of her. 
We should never forget that her two young children 
were orphaned and her husband widowed as a result of 
an evil act, and this is a tragedy of greater proportions 

than most of us have ever 
experienced.  However, 
proper piety has to end 
somewhere (or it becomes 
improper), and a public figure 
is inevitably to be assessed 
by his or her public record. 
And unfortunately that of Jo 
Cox is far from having been 
beyond criticism.

In the first place, her 
advocacy of the European 
Union put her in a position 
of conflict of interest. She 
worked in a senior position in 
Oxfam, whose single greatest 
contributor is… yes, the 
European Union (followed 
by the British government). 
Of course, she would not 

have recognised this as a conflict of interest, because 
people as good as she do not have conflicts of interest: 
they pursue the welfare of the world in a straight 
line, as it were. As one eulogy after her death put it, 
she lived ‘a life dedicated to getting us to live up to 
our promises to the developing world and strengthen 
human rights.’ Nor is it necessary to claim that she held 
the views she did because of self-interest; for example 
a Member of Parliament who is a former director of a 
company may genuinely and even passionately believe 

‘Bourgeois Vice’. However, as the economy changed, 
the Democrats abandoned the labouring classes for 
better harvests, going after service-workers instead – 
the people who used to come when the bell clanged. 
People who sell perfumes in shopping arcades, 
hairdressers, events planners, and so on. Their distaste 
for Trump’s animated roughness, while genuine, is 
also an opposition to his old-fashioned protectionism, 
and to ‘outdoor’ servants. That Trump himself is part 
of the service industry, incidentally, is a paradox best 

left for another day. 
In the long term, the lasting cultural significance 

of a Trump presidency will depend on whether he 
can somehow inspire a feeling of national ownership 
over our companies, especially within the companies 
themselves. He is an able man at stimulating publicity 
but whether this will ever really change a single heart 
is still too difficult to say. 

Mark Mantel is a lawyer in Richmond Virginia.
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that a supply contract for that company is in the best 
interests of the country. But to say that someone has a 
conflict of interests is not to remark on his psychology, 
which may or may not be distorted by that conflict; it 
is an objective matter. A self-righteously moralising 
attitude to politics is not an aid to perceiving one’s 
own conflict of interests.

Nor is the organisation, Oxfam, for which she worked 
for so long as a campaigner and policy adviser an 
admirable one, despite its own, largely successful, 
efforts to insinuate positive connotations attaching to 
its name in the mind of the public. Indeed, it is hardly 
a charity at all, except according to the legal definition 
of the word: certainly not in the sense that the ladies 
who work in its shops that so disfigure practically 
all of our towns think it is a charity, in which the 
overwhelming majority of the money raised goes 
directly to the prevention of flies landing on the eyes 
of starving babies in Africa. Despite the majority of 
their labour being free, and most of the goods they sell 
being donations, these shops turn a questionably small 
proportion of their turnover to the charity itself; but 
this is far from all.

The ‘charity’ employs more than 880 people at its 
headquarters. Jo Cox was well-paid for being a person 
who cared deeply and professionally about the Third 
World: not, it is true, a large sum by comparison with, 
say, bankers, but nevertheless not the kind of sacrificial 
or self-denying sums that one might expect of workers 
for charity, and that donors no doubt expect. The British 
Empire was described as outdoor relief for the upper 
classes; Oxfam and related charities may be described 
as outdoor relief for the intellectual middle classes who 
want to travel but don’t want to soil their hands or their 
immaculate conception of themselves with commerce. 

Oxfam is a charity in the same sense that a 
government-owned limited company is a private firm. 
Such is its expenditure on salaries and the source of its 
funds that employees might with justice be regarded as 
employees of the state or living on the charity of donors 
(or both). No one who works in such an organisation 
has any reason to consider himself as morally superior 

to a banker who, into the bargain, is probably the less 
self-deceiving.

Jo Cox’s political instincts were far from perfect. For 
example, she is one of those who, no doubt unwittingly, 
deprived Britain of a functioning opposition. She 
supported the nomination of Jeremy Corbyn as 
leader of the Labour Party, thus contributing to that 
party’s present impasse. I am very far from being a 
sympathiser with the Labour Party, but we need a 
functioning parliamentary opposition, and Jo Cox, 
who later regretted her insouciance, helped to destroy 
it. She showed no awareness that prudence was a very 
important political virtue, one of the most important 
in fact.

Moreover, she was one of those very dangerous 
modern people, a bomber for human rights. So 
convinced was she of the rectitude of her own vision of 
the world as an empire of virtue presided over by a well-
paid civil service of the disinterested such as herself, that 
her main objection to bombing ISIS was that the plan 
did not include bombing Assad’s rump of Syria as well. 
Despite the manifest failure of sending under equipped 
British troops to install democratic regimes in places 
where there is no social basis for such regimes, and 
which ended in so many pointless deaths and maimings 
of our young men, as well as in murderous chaos, she 
persisted in her hope that political enlightenment for the 
benighted would one day grow out of the end of laser-
guided bombs. The irony of this auto-sanctifying view 
of the world is that it is imperialistic: the world for her 
was full of lesser breeds without the law, no doubt in 
her own country as well.

I know nothing of Jo Cox personally, and would 
guess that she was a good person in her daily life. 
Her death was both an outrage and a tragedy. But it 
is not necessary to be a bad person to be dangerous: 
her instincts were wrong, her frequentations doubtful 
(Glenys Kinnock, for example) and her capacity to 
learn resembling that of the Bourbons. She was a very 
modern type who was in the process of inheriting the 
earth. 
Theodore Dalrymple is a retired psychiatrist.

Europe;	The	Family	of	Love
Mark	Griffith

On a warm Budapest evening several summers 
ago, a male friend & I fell into conversation 
on a leafy suburban street with a pair of 

startlingly pretty Mexican girls. We drifted to another 

venue and one of them mentioned that they lived with 
a religious group called The Family. I asked if this 
was perchance The Family of Love? ‘Yes!’ said the 
first girl with a dazzlingly happy smile. The earnest, 
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tariff barrier around the continent of Europe. 
So as we sit through days of quasi-students wrapped 

in blue flags, painting their faces with yellow stars, 
weeping and screaming in public, I’m feeling a strange 
recognition stirring. Did the June 23rd vote uncover 
something odd that’s been at work in British society 
these last few decades?

As we’ve adapted to life in a tariff cartel since 
the 1970s a class of staff in big firms and other 
organisations grew up (and brought up children) 
who think they understand trade. Really though, they 
mainly know about applying for grants, knowing which 
standards boards to contact, and how to deal with EU 
committees. 

There are now lawyers, politicians, civil servants, 
business managers, academics at real and pseudo-
universities for whom the EU life is the only one they 
have ever known. Some speak no other language than 
English and the Euro flag, ‘The Ring of Stars’ is their 
way of feeling cool and international. It doesn’t hurt 
either that in this world the Powerpoint presentations 
follow handy templates – a couple of diagram boxes 
labelled with EU working groups and your audience 
will nod sagely, understanding that this is weighty stuff. 

Long ago in London I lived near a Scientology walk-
in recruitment centre. One day I decided to try the ‘free 
psychological test’ which they used to pull people in. 

I went in, and got a form to fill out with multiple-
choice responses to each question. I sincerely 
responded to question 1 in the space for answer 7, 
question 2 as answer 8, and so on, looping round to 
complete the form. I then met a tired-looking man who 
explained what my answers meant. He had staring eyes, 
showed me a graph, and said it was crucial I buy one 
of their courses to start working through some of my 
personality problems this graph revealed. 

He had that weary tetchiness that suggests long 
periods without adequate sleep. He emphasised it 
wouldn’t necessarily be easy but I would be shirking 
my responsibilities if I dodged this important task of 
self-development. This was a great opportunity, but 
there was a lot of work to do. Here on the Continent I 
keep hearing my pro-EU friends saying yes, of course 
the EU must be reformed. But this means we must work 
to make it better. Britain cannot just leave when there is 
so much still to do. We must stay in and improve it from 
within – how can anything else possibly make sense? 

Whatever the question, the answer is always the 
same. We have to struggle together to improve it. 
You ask why this doesn’t seem to have succeeded 
in 43 years? Why did they, against British advice, 
build something so self-evidently stupid as the job-
destroying recessionary euro currency? – and pushed 
us for decades to join it? How could this happen if our 

worthy denomination I was brought up in, The Society 
of Friends – or Quakers – sometime in the 17th century 
called themselves The Family of Love as well. The 
Quakers were quite extreme back then: a few members 
used to renounce their families, give everything away, 
destroy musical instruments.

This newer Family of Love rang a more recent bell 
from somewhere (and just sounded like a cult anyway). 
I made a mental note to check later. Sure enough, they 
had a reputation for brainwashing people, for using 
flirtatious girls to lure in new male recruits, for a quite 
unorthodox form of Christianity as well as, I’m sure, 
some genuine charity work. Their website had photos 
of good-looking people with acoustic guitars. 

Out of curiosity (and also I must admit to Gentle 
Reader, some lust) I met one of the cute girls a couple 
more times. 

It was fascinating to see true circular reasoning in 
action, for example from the scripture teacher she 
excitedly took me to meet. After listening to him for an 
hour, I asked if he could give corroborating evidence 
from an outside source for his (rather alarming) claims 
about the prophecies in the Book of Daniel. ‘Yes 
of course!’ he and my pretty Mexicana friend cried 
almost in chorus, turning to another section in the Old 
Testament. ‘Er… no, I meant from outside the Bible’ 
I repeated, trying not to sound heartless. They nodded 
and laughed and went on with showing me how this 
other section of the Bible clearly confirmed that Daniel 
had foretold the heavens raining down hailstones of 
frozen blood the size of fax machines – or whatever it 
was. I made my excuses and went home. 

We might hear of cults, or know of a friend who lost 
a family member to one. Those weeks enduring the fury 
and contempt of the person currently locked in their 
spare bedroom raging to return to ‘The Children of The 
Light’ or whoever. Listening to them patronise their 
rescuers as dumb outsiders who ‘just don’t understand’ 
the transcendent truths of the new religion. The cult 
victims’ confident and angry glee that disaster will 
befall those who so insolently kidnapped them from 
the exciting pioneer group that’s forging a new future 
for mankind; and so forth. 

But by and large they’re outside most people’s lives 
unless we work in one or two odd industries like 
Hollywood films or personal coaching. Until now. Now 
we have the Ring of Stars.

As the bleating of doom, horror, heartbreak, rejection, 
bitterness still surges round Britain two weeks after 
the vote to leave the European Union, I’m suddenly 
reminded of how hard ‘cult deprogrammers’ will have 
to work to win back friends or family who’ve been 
inside a very large mind-control group indeed, The 
Project, as Brussels calls its plan to erect a destructive 
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‘seat at the negotiating table’ counts for so much? Then 
they get exasperated. Britain doesn’t try hard enough! 
We don’t take it seriously. They even get angry. One 
German told me Britain voting to leave the EU was a 
kind of treason. We must move beyond nationalism! 
Why are we not playing our part? There is so much 
work to do, and it’s so important we push on with this 
beautiful world-improving project. How can we not 

see this? 
I left the Tottenham Court Road Scientology office 

after my personality test asking myself what kind of 
person that approach works on. Years later, it’s slowly 
getting clearer who they are. 

Mark Griffith keeps a weblog at http://www.
otherlanguages.org.

Like many people in the referendum, I was still 
weighing up the arguments on the way to the 
polling booth. As a closet Francophile and 

possessor of a sizeable mortgage, I had misgivings 
about voting ‘out’; but did so in the end, not on 
grounds of sovereignty but squarely on immigration. 
True, sovereignty must be regained if we are to control 
immigration; but then it is also compatible with a diverse 
inclusive multicultural society with open borders. 
Judged by prevailing 
norms, therefore, I am 
‘a little Englander’, a 
xenophobe, a racist, a 
reactionary, a proto-
fascist, and an uneducated 
relic of the recalcitrant 
working class. Or, to 
put it in fashionable 
philosophical terms, I 
suffer from a pathological 
fear of ‘the other’. 

A str iking feature 
o f  t h e  r e f e r e n d u m 
campaign  was  tha t 
although concerns about 
immigration were expressed by many Brexiteers, the 
argument was made solely on grounds of economic 
costs and benefits (ie that uncontrolled immigration 
puts intolerable pressure on housing and services – 
which it does), an argument mitigated by the insistence 
that part of the problem with membership of the EU is 
that we have to discriminate against non-EU citizens. 
The suggestion that our national identity might be at 
stake never once raised its head.

This should not surprise us because the question 
of national identity has been banished from the 
realm of legitimate public debate for at least a 
generation. Ever since Roy Jenkins proclaimed, back 

Confessions	of	a	Little	Englander
Alistair	Miller

in 1966, that integration should be defined ‘not as a 
flattening process of assimilation’ but rather ‘as equal 
opportunity, accompanied by cultural diversity, in an 
atmosphere of mutual tolerance’, a powerful consensus 
has developed among the governing class that Britain 
is a diverse inclusive multicultural society. True, 
proponents of integration (a controversial thesis) argue 
that newcomers should subscribe to ‘British values’ – 
to democracy, the rule of law, and mutual respect and 

tolerance of others. But 
this formal contractual 
commitment to ‘live 
and let live’ liberal 
individualism amounts 
to little more than the 
circular affirmation 
that Britain is a diverse 
inclusive multicultural 
society. 

B u t  w h a t  i s  ‘ a 
multicultural society’? 
Cultures can only flourish 
if new generations are 
initiated into their rites 

and traditions, their social 
and ethical codes, their ways of viewing the world; 
membership is necessarily exclusive. This in turn 
implies a measure of separate development and 
segregation from other cultures; otherwise they are 
in danger of dissolving into an amorphous mass. 
However, if society is to be constituted by a diversity 
of monocultures, what is to hold it together? More to 
the point, if minority cultures are to be emancipated 
from the hegemony of the dominant national culture 
(as multicultural theory would have it), which must 
be dismantled, what becomes of the cultural identity 
of the majority? 

To answer these questions, we need to delve deeper 

Giles Brearey
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into the ideology that underpins multiculturalism. In 
his new book Multiculturalism as a Political Religion, 
the québécois sociologist Mathieu Bock-Côté argues 
that to understand the full import of the dogma of 
multiculturalism, we must recognise its roots in 
Marxism. Marxism is a form of utopianism which 
holds that if society is stripped of all power structures, 
all forms of exploitation, domination and oppression, 
man might live an authentic life and reveal his true 
nature. In classical Marxism, this took the form of 
a revolutionary overthrow of the ruling class, the 
bourgeoisie, in the name of the working class; but this 
did not produce the desired effect and communism 
collapsed. In post-Marxist multiculturalism, the 
improved mark 2 version of Marxism, it is the 
nation state, its hegemonic institutions and Western 
civilisation that must be deconstructed (revolutionary 
change is now a perpetual process) so that previously 
oppressed and marginalised minorities might be 
emancipated. However, the ultimate aim is not to 
produce a diversity of replacement monocultures, but, 
as in classical Marxism, to liberate people altogether 
from political, social and cultural constraints. Only 
then might they be truly emancipated, truly liberated. 

Naturally this dogma appeals to socialists, Marxists 
and Left-liberals in search of a utopia in which inequality 
and injustice are abolished. But many conservatives, 
apparently oblivious to the totalitarian implications, 
have accepted it, seeing in multiculturalism merely a 
continuation of the campaign for equal opportunities, 
the fight against discrimination. Indeed, for conservative 
neo-liberals and libertarians, for whom untrammelled 
freedom is something of a fetish, the liberation of 
people from traditional attachments and geographical 
rootedness holds considerable attractions: the free 
market is freed up even more. 

Yet multiculturalism represents the antithesis of 
traditional conservatism. A political community, 
a society, a culture, is more than a collection of 
individuals thrown together at random; human nature 
is more than a bundle of appetitive desires in need 
of satisfaction; ethics is more than a set of abstract 
rights in need of recognition. People’s sense of identity 
and belonging is rooted in shared attachments and 
loyalties – to family, friends, wider community and 
nation state, attachments that are themselves rooted in 
time and place. Society, in Burke’s famous words, is ‘a 
partnership not only between those who are living, but 
between those who are living, those who are dead, and 
those who are to be born’; its institutions, with their 
checks and balances, have evolved to reflect ‘the gross 
and complicated mass of human passions and concerns’ 
– not some rational blueprint or totalitarian design. 

In the case of the English people, their nation state, 

along with myriad forms of attachment and cultural 
expression that have evolved to make up their sense 
of national identity, is over a thousand years old. The 
characteristic qualities and sensibilities that go to 
make up what Peter Ackroyd has termed ‘the English 
imagination’ (and which is reflected in our art, our 
literature, our religion, our dreams and imaginings, our 
humour, our manners, our eccentricities), or what might 
simply be termed ‘Englishness’, have been the subject 
of endless discussion, enjoyable as it is inconclusive. 
But merely to broach the subject is to recognise, as a 
matter of fact, that there is a dominant culture in these 
islands; something that foreigners, at least, have had 
no difficulty in recognising – just ask the French and 
Germans, the Scots, Welsh and Irish. And as soon as 
we recognise this blindingly obvious fact – that there 
is a dominant culture, that it is legitimate, and that 
until the advent of multiculturalism it successfully 
assimilated newcomers – then the way is open to 
consigning multiculturalism, like Marxism before it, 
to the ideological dustbin. 

The ritual declarations of unqualified belief in 
the value of diversity, difference, inclusion and 
multiculturalism now expected of politicians in modern 
Britain bear more resemblance to the affirmations of 
Blut, Boden, Volk and Reich in Nazi Germany than of 
the free exchange of views in a liberal democracy – 
that is, if democracy is understood to mean something 
like ‘free speech’ and ‘government by the people’. 
The hubris of those engaged in the utopian project 
of building a new society fit for a new sort of person 
is perfectly captured in Berthold Brecht’s poem ‘The 
Solution’: ‘... the people have forfeited the confidence 
of the regime and must work hard to regain its 
confidence. Would it not be simpler for the government 
to dissolve the people and elect another?’ 

Let us hope that the new government adheres to the 
democratic principle, listens to the people, and imposes 
strict border controls as a matter of urgency; for the 
proponents of multiculturalism have discovered a 
most effective means of dissolving the people – mass 
immigration. 

Alistair Miller is a teacher.
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‘Outback	and	Old	Country’
Daryl McCann

Frances Forbes (née Newman), now 84 years 
old, is typical of a number of Aussie old 
timers. She is Australian-born and raised, and 

has lived here for almost the entirety of her life; and 
yet her destiny has been inextricably linked with 
Britain. While others, at her age, might describe 
themselves as, for instance, Greek-Australian or 
Italian-Australian, few least of all Frances would 
identify themselves as British-
Australian. That is, perhaps, 
because being ‘Australian’ is 
a concept so deeply associated 
with British notions that 
‘British-Australian’ remains 
something of a redundancy. 

 Fran’s childhood, spent 
on an isolated rural property, 
could not have been more 
uniquely Australian. The 
closest school to the family’s 
property was a one-classroom 
affair, with every student from 
Grade 1 to 8 sharing the same 
teacher. Every morning, in 
their first years at school, tiny 
Fran and her only slightly 
taller sister were lifted up on to 
a horse by their father for the 
five-mile ride to school along 
a sandy road. If they came off 
during the trip, because a snake spooked the horse or 
on account of some other terror lurking in the Aussie 
bush, nobody would be around to help.

It was a dour life, backbreaking and heartbreaking 
at the same time. The Mallee was the last region in 
Victoria to be settled, and with good reason. Soldiers 
returning from the First World War were offered land 
to cultivate but, with the blocks mostly too small 
and the conditions inhospitable, some of the same 
people who had triumphed on the Western Front ran 
up the white flag in the Mallee Lands. Fran’s father 
came into his property in 1925. Joe Newman eked 
out an existence, growing grain and raising sheep, 
but nothing came easily. For years the family’s 
only water supply was channeled into a dam once 
a year from the Murray River. After that ran out, it 

was a daylong wagon journey to fill up a small tank 
with water. One year, in the midst of a drought, six 
horses endured excruciating deaths after ingesting 
sand and grit. Probably the only people poorer than 
the Newmans were the ‘swagmen’ who came by in 
search of a feed during the height of the Depression. 

Fran’s older brother, Lenny, died aged five. It was 
the result of a misdiagnosis (or, more accurately, 

outright incompetence) at 
the nearest rural hospital, 
in Manangatang, which 
led to Lenny’s agonising 
death after his appendix 
ruptured. Joe and Meg 
Newman – once keen-eyed 
migrants from Britain who 
met on the passenger ship in 
1923 – were, in the decades 
afterwards, as silent about 
their grief as the Australian 
outback. Joe went about 
his daily chores in a sullen 
and bad-tempered fashion 
while Meg, who had lost 
her brother in a shooting 
accident that same year, 
remained mostly indoors, 
depressed and withdrawn.

Hampton Court could 
hardly be more different 

from life on the Newman’s struggling Mallee 
property. How Frances Newman, aged twenty-one, 
came to be living in Lady Baden-Powell’s grace-
and-favour apartment at Hampton Court Palace in 
1953 is a story on its own. Fran, as soon as she turned 
fifteen, had been jettisoned from the family farm into 
the big wide world. Joe placed her with a distant 
relative in Melbourne, a virtual stranger in truth, 
after they had secured her a job via the newspaper 
in a large hotel as a chambermaid. Fortunately, the 
Melbourne guardian deemed this ‘not the place 
for a young girl’ and she wound up boarding with 
complete strangers and working in a cake shop, 
where she was very soon ‘fat and miserable’. Thus 
began Fran’s stealthy plan to acquire a qualification 
in nursing, one of the few professions open to an 



The Salisbury Review — Autumn 201614Web:  www.salisburyreview.com

independent-minded but under-educated female 
of modest means in post-war Australia. The city 
of Melbourne was something of an eye-opener for 
the girl from the Mallee, and yet it only whetted 
her appetite for what most Australians, at the time, 
regarded at the greatest metropolis of all. 

Throughout the 1950s and early 1960s, the 
numerous passenger liners transporting British 
migrants to Australia were mostly full to the brim; 
the return voyages, on the other hand, were not. 
The knockdown price for a berth on the London-
bound RMS Strathmore, which included four 
weeks’ food, lodging and entertainment, was a 
mere £110. Frances had arranged ahead of time for 
a London agency to find 
her nursing work as soon 
as she arrived in what was 
then affectionately referred 
to as ‘the old country’. 
Most of Fran’s employees/
patients were well heeled 
but rarely patronised her 
or treated her as a servant, 
partly because a private nurse was less a servant than 
a helpful companion for an ailing senior. But there 
was another factor at play. Then as now, to be an 
Australian in the United Kingdom – and the same 
applies to a Brit in the Land of Oz – is to enjoy, on 
some level at any rate, a suspension of the rules of 
social expectation. We are free to be equals. 

When Frances Newman’s ship sailed along the 
Thames on Guy Fawkes Night 1954, on it way back 
to Australia, it was as if the people of London were 
coming out to farewell her. Fran had experienced 
things in Britain, from being live-in nurse for 
Lady Baden-Powell’s sister at Hampton Court to 
witnessing Queen Elizabeth II’s coronation pageant 
from a seat in Piccadilly – ‘the day was perishing 
cold’ – things the little girl growing up in the rural 
isolation of the Mallee Lands could only dream 
about. But that was hardly the end of her British 
connection. In 1957, while studying midwifery in 
Adelaide, she met Donald Forbes, a young Scot 
in the Royal Air Force, stationed here temporarily 
during the time of the British atomic tests at 
Maralinga in outback South Australia. After much 
correspondence, she eventually followed him back 
to the United Kingdom where they married and had 
a daughter while he was serving at the military base 
in Aldershot. In 1962, Donald left the RAF and he 
and Fran decided to emigrate – to Australia. 

It says something, surely, about the interrelationship 
between the United Kingdom and Australia that 
Frances officially migrated to Australia precisely 

thirty-nine years after her parents did the very 
same thing. In Australia the Forbes family settled 
in a new satellite town directly north of Adelaide, 
Elizabeth – named in honour of the British monarch. 
Elizabeth was mostly populated by British migrants 
and, with manufacturing at its heart, began as a 
kind of workers’ paradise. Eventually, alas, much 
of the manufacturing departed and today it is more 
of a welfare town. Donald and Frances, not unlike 
most of their Elizabeth contemporaries, developed 
strong sympathies for the Australian Labor Party 
(ALP) and, over the years, we had our fair share of 
arguments, my feelings for the ALP being – how 
shall we say this? – somewhat less sympathetic.

Frances moved away 
f rom El izabeth  some 
time after Donald died 
but she retained her non-
conservative partisanship; 
in some ways it  grew 
stronger as the Australian 
Greens emerged into the 
mainstream of politics with 

their Catastrophic Anthropogenic Global Warming 
(CAGW) scare campaign. Sometimes the only safe 
topic was our shared interest in all things British, 
past, present and future. It often intrigued me that 
an avid collector of This England magazine – ‘for 
all those who love our green and pleasant land’ – 
should lean towards the ALP and the even more 
ideologically driven Australian Greens. But there it 
was. She has always loved This England, in its way 
the most patriotic of all magazines, and revered the 
endless pictures of ancient architecture, traditional 
English gardens and historic places that remind her 
of her times in ‘the old country’. 

In Australia, at any rate, almost everybody on the 
left decided that the Brexit campaign was ‘racist’. 
Even the redoubtable Tony Abbott – architect 
of Operation Sovereign Borders – came out as a 
Remainer. It was a surprise then, although perhaps 
it shouldn’t have been, that one day, while I was 
flipping through her latest edition of This England, 
Frances revealed herself to be a Brexiteer. What’s 
more, in the recent national election she voted not for 
the local ALP or Australian Greens candidate but a 
maverick populist: not a conservative, to be sure, but 
some of the way there at least. Maybe enlightened 
patriotism – along with self-reliance – is something 
which old timers instinctively understand. 

 

Daryl McCann has a blog at http://darylmccann.
blogspot.com.au.

In Australia, at any rate, almost 
everybody on the left decided that 
the Brexit campaign was ‘racist’. 
Even the redoubtable Tony Abbott 
– architect of Operation Sovereign 
Borders – came out as a Remainer.
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Why	is	Wales	not	like	Scotland?
Christie	Davies

In 1997 the Scots voted in a referendum by a 
large majority to have a devolved parliament 
with considerable powers. In the same year a 

referendum in Wales created a Welsh Assembly with 
far fewer powers, by a majority of less than 7,000 
votes, about a half of one per cent of the votes cast on 
a low turnout. In 2014 nearly half the Scots voted for 
independence. The SNP now hold every single Scottish 
seat in the Westminster parliament save three. Three 
is exactly the number of seats won at the last election 
by the Welsh nationalists and they have never held 
more than four. 

The final proof that the Scots are overwhelmingly 
more separatist than the Welsh came over Brexit, 
when the Welsh voted with the English to leave the 
dysfunctional European Union. There are seven UKIP 
members in the Welsh Assembly which is in marked 
contrast to the large Scottish vote in favour of remaining 
in the EU. The Scots 
voted to remain mainly 
as a symbolic gesture of 
defiance against England. 
Perhaps too they deluded 
themselves into thinking 
that if Britain stayed in the 
EU they could play Brussels against London to their 
own advantage. 

Why then are there such major differences between 
the Welsh and the Scots? The answers lie in geography 
and economics, in history and mythology. 

Scotland is a long way away while Wales is not 
geographically detached from England like Scotland. 
Wales is a peninsula, all of whose main road and rail 
links run from west to east and then into England. 
The easiest way to get between north and south Wales 
is via England. Consequently there is not a ‘Welsh’ 
economy for the economic ties of North Wales are with 
Cheshire and Merseyside and those of the centre with 
Birmingham. South Wales’s most important asset is its 
three hour rail or motor way link to London so the tolls 
charged on the bridges across the Severn that link our 
two countries should be scrapped. They are in effect 
an unfair tax on the Welsh. If Bristol and Gloucester 
can thrive as an extension of the south-east of England, 
then so can South Wales, so the Welsh will become ever 
more tightly drawn into the English economy and thus 
of necessity English society. Senior management wives 

will be quite willing to live in South Wales.
Scotland can look back to hundreds of years as a 

wholly independent kingdom; they were not peaceful 
or prosperous years but let that be. That is why the 
Scots often talk about their victory at the Battle of 
Bannockburn in 1314, but they never mention Oliver 
Cromwell’s defeat of the Scottish army at Dunbar 
in 1650, which led to the dissolution of the Scottish 
parliament and Scotland’s complete incorporation 
into England for several years. The Welsh experience 
is exactly the opposite. Wales has never been a united 
country with a single ruler and was conquered bit by 
bit by the Normans, leaving just a few independent 
Welsh princelings who later signed Magna Carta, a 
very English thing to do. Apart from a few brief and 
unstable years of independence under Owain Glyndwr 
(Shakespeare’s Glendower) at the very beginning of 
the fifteenth century, the Welsh remained a subordinate 

people until Tudor times 
when they were suddenly, 
much to their delight, given 
exactly the same rights and 
laws as the English. For the 
Welsh freedom came with 
incorporation. 

The Scots can look back on two golden ages, though 
they conveniently forget that both occurred after the 
Act of Union of 1707 because the first language of 
most Scots was and is English. The first golden age 
was the Scottish Enlightenment of the 18th century, that 
shining era of David Hume and Adam Smith, Colin 
Maclaurin, James Hutton and Joseph Black, Robert 
Adam and Allan Ramsey; Glasgow grew immensely 
rich from trading in slaves and tobacco during this time. 
The second Scottish golden age came in the nineteenth 
century with its industry, science and the expansion of 
the British Empire when the Scots seemed to run not 
only Britain but much of the rest of the world. The 
Ashkenazi Jews are the only other small population 
who have matched the Scots for sheer achievement 
in modern times. The Scots were the wonder of the 
world, better educated than the English and driven to 
achieve by their fierce Calvinist ethic. There was no 
field in which they did not excel.

Now Scotland’s days of glory are over, English 
education has caught up and the heavy industries of 
Scotland, like those of Ohio or Tyneside, have crumbled 

The Ashkenazi Jews are the only 
other small population who have 
matched the Scots  for sheer 
achievement in modern times.
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into rust. It is striking that the strongest support for 
Scottish independence in the 2014 referendum came 
not from traditional nationalist regions but from the 
ruined industrial areas in and around Glasgow and in 
Dundee. Meanwhile the Presbyterian churches, those 
great sources of Scottish identity and energy, as well 
as piety and social solidarity, are close to collapse, and 
their buildings are being sold off to be fast food outlets 
and even places of ribald entertainment. Without the 
Kirks what will there be left for the Scots to build 
on? However, the memory of the glittering prizes of 
Scotland’s past remains strong and the Scots dream of 
returning to their old greatness. Today’s failures are 
blamed on the English, as no doubt is the fall in the 
price of oil and the collapse of the Scottish banking 
sector. 

There never was a Welsh golden age and until the 
20th century the most notable Welshman to have ever 
lived was the theologian Pelagius, Morgan of Wales, 
who courageously defended Free Will against St. 
Augustine of Hippo. The Welsh became an inward-
looking people and unlike the Scots were trapped by 
a language that no one else could understand. The 
industrialization of south Wales in the 19th century drew 
in a huge wave of English-speaking immigrants from 
the rest of Britain. They assimilated not by learning 
Welsh but by becoming Nonconformists : Baptists, 
Congregationalists and Methodists of their several 
kinds – and by voting Liberal. The Welsh Church 
Act (1914) which disestablished and disendowed 
the Church of England within Wales was the most 
successful assertion of Welsh nationalism. 

The Welsh had become in all senses an anti-
Establishment nation, for there is no respect for any 
kind of hierarchy in Wales. The Scots until recently 
deferred to their lairds, soldiers and empire builders 
but the Welsh were an amazingly egalitarian nation. 
Even the leaders of the ruling Labour party in Wales 
received no deference. A story is told in Wales that Lord 
Heycock of Taibach (his title itself contains humour), 
County Councillor Llewelyn Heycock was once 
found at a gathering in Wales looking disconsolate. 
‘What’s up with you, Llew?’ asked a colleague. ‘You 
are looking pretty sour.’ ‘They are treating me the 
same as everybody else’, replied the indignant peer. 
Not surprisingly the main achievements of Welsh 
politicians in the twentieth century were the creation 
of the British welfare state by Lloyd George and the 
NHS by Aneurin Bevan. They did not do it only for 
the Welsh, but for people drawn from the same social 
classes who voted for them in England and Scotland. 
The Welsh have long since given up trying to fight the 
English and have devoted themselves to outwitting and 
manipulating them in the most charming and devious 

fashion. If you want to know what we are like read the 
novels of Kingsley Amis set in Wales.

Plaid Cymru, the Welsh nationalist party, is too 
closely tied to the preservation of the Welsh language. 
Its most heroic moment came in 1980 when its leader 
Gwynfor Evans forced the British government to set 
up the new Welsh language television channel, S4C, 
by going on hunger strike like Mahatma Gandhi. 
Needless to say few people watch it so the audience 
for many Welsh language programmes is too low to 
be measured. Only about a fifth of the population of 
Wales are able to speak Welsh and of this number 
many, though literate in English, cannot read or write 
Welsh so Plaid Cymru’s support is limited to the Welsh 
speaking heartlands of west Wales where Welsh is the 
standard language of everyday use. These heartlands 
are shrinking as their young and ambitious inhabitants 
leave for the fleshpots of England and are replaced by 
elderly English folk seeking a pleasant rural retreat and 
by earnest, greenists fleeing those very same fleshpots 
that appeal to the Welsh. Neither of these groups makes 
much attempt to integrate with the local population, 
as with foreign immigrants in England. Perhaps this 
is why the Welsh voted for Brexit.

The census of 2011 revealed that more than a quarter 
of the Welsh population had been born outside Wales 
and most of these were born in England, a far greater 
proportion than is the case in Scotland. Furthermore 
most Welsh people live near to the border with England 
and there is a good deal of movement back and forth 
across it. Most of the Welsh people who choose to 
move to England in search of economic or cultural 
opportunities can therefore quickly and easily return 
to visit their families and original homes. When in 
England the Welsh are almost invisible. They do not 
live by themselves in particular areas, they do not make 
demands for special treatment and they tend to marry 
English spouses. They assimilate, yet they remain 
in constant contact with their kin across the border 
in Wales. In this way the dominance of the English 
language and both the good and bad aspects of English 
culture are constantly reinforced. Wales and England 
are too closely integrated for the Welsh ever to seek 
let alone become a separate country.

Both the Scots and the Welsh share the same problem, 
that of sharing the same island with the English, and 
yet retaining some control over their own destiny. 
Their problem has been greatly exacerbated by the 
abject failure of governments of all parties to redress 
the regional imbalance between the overcrowded 
south-east of England, but where there is no affordable 
housing, and the economically declining periphery 
– not just Wales and Scotland but most of the north 
of England and sections of the Midlands. The Scots’ 
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Chilcot	–	Disinterring	a	Stinking	
Corpse
Richard	Packer

response to their problem has been to indulge in defiant 
and romantic identity politics, whereas the Welsh 
stance is one of a worldly-wise and at times cynical 
realism. 

It was inevitable that such a catastrophe as the 
Second Iraq war and its aftermath (2003-09) should 
have led to a high-powered official enquiry. There 

were many British deaths, hundreds of thousands of 
other (mainly Iraqi) deaths, vast physical destruction, 
billions thrown away and militant Islamism encouraged. 
Against that, the one achievement, the removal of 
Saddam Hussein, does not weigh much. 

Nearly 200 British casualties dying for an inadequate 
cause should be near the top of our list of concerns. 
However, devastating though each death will have 
been for those close to them, we should keep a sense 
of proportion. At the Somme in 1916, remembered 
recently, Britain lost 50,000 casualties in one day.

However, as a result of the diligent, work of Chilcot 
and his committee we have the vast bulk of the facts. 
It is unlikely anything will emerge later that will 
need views being revised significantly. Chilcot has 
also come to conclusions on merit. These are highly 
negative and all the more compelling for being phrased 
in sober language. 

Chilcot concludes that the process by which the 
government satisfied themselves that the war was legal 
was unsatisfactory; that the security services’ assessment 
of the possibility of Saddam Hussein’s possessing 
weapons of mass destruction was not presented in 
a balanced way and according to the services’ own 
normal rules; that Blair effectively committed himself 
to the war well before a parliamentary vote; that 
the war was unnecessary in that the possibility of 
resolution by diplomacy had not been exhausted; that 
the Cabinet and senior ministers were to a major extent 
marginalised and so far as possible excluded from the 
decision of whether to go to war; that warnings about 
the difficulties likely to be faced in the aftermath of a 
successful war were not passed on or were ignored; 
that military planning was inadequate in several 

respects; and that there were many other failings. It 
is a humiliating and catastrophic list. Unfortunately 
there is ample evidence in the report to support all 
of these conclusions. All these failings came about, 
directly or indirectly, because Prime Minister Blair 
was determined to support the American decision to 
go to war more or less, whatever the facts or likely 
consequences. 

We can plausibly speculate about other reasons for 
the debacle, not covered in the Report, for which no 
direct evidence exists, and in some cases could not 
exist, because they depend on feelings and states of 
mind rather than actual events. For this reason Chilcot, 
probably wisely, leaves them aside. His conclusions are 
not drawn from speculation, but are based only on facts.

There were three potential drawbacks to holding the 
enquiry, about which many had anxieties. First, official 
enquiries are wont, especially if headed by judges, to 
try to define some perfect state and to make unworldly 
judgements based on their utopian view of the world. 
Think of the McPherson Report and his unwise 
remarks about institutional racism. It is not fanciful 
to see a direct link between thinking of that sort, well 
represented in elite circles, and the practical reality of 
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of girls abused by Asian 
men under the eyes of the police who no doubt feared, 
not without reason, being labelled ‘institutionally 
racist’. There is ample evidence that being even being 
plausibly suspected of ‘racism’ leads to dismissal, 
whereas merely failing in one’s duty of care even to 
children leads to nothing at all.

The second fear concerned the possible implications 
for future military action of discussions on the legality 
of the Iraq war. Though Chilcot has criticised the 
procedure by which the Blair government satisfied 
themselves that military action was legal, he has 
not gone on, wisely and thankfully, to define what 

Christie Davies is the author of The Strange Death of 
Moral Britain. He grew up in Swansea. Of his eight 
great-grandparents seven were Welsh and the other 
was Scottish.
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should happen in future. If he had, one could all 
too easily imagine ministers coming under pressure 
in parliament to accept some seemingly benign 
definition of a satisfactory process, only for it to be 
found subsequently that circumstances did not fit and 
the government being held up by legal worries from 
responding to a real and sudden threat.

The third fear may seem a peculiar one to raise 
in the context of the Iraq war; the position of the 
Prime Minister. Many of the failures of the Iraq war 
stem directly from the inadequacies of Tony Blair, in 
particular his erroneous view that he is the repository 
of an unusual share of wisdom. But Prime Ministers 
have heavy responsibilities and sometimes have to 
act very quickly in matters of grave national interest. 
On balance they need to be able to do so without 
more fetters than already exist. One worry was that 
an outcome of the Chilcot process would be some 
institutional restriction on future Prime Ministers and 
this has been avoided.

Chilcot has managed to avoid these potential traps 
by concentrating on the practicalities of the matters 
which the enquiry was established to examine, while 
minimising theoretical reflections. We owe him a debt 
for that.

How, therefore, did this lamentable state of affairs 
come to pass?

The instigator of the whole sorry saga was of course 
Blair himself. He was under no real pressure to attack 
Iraq. There was no significant body of political opinion 
in the UK demanding that the UK associate itself with 
the US as its President’s belligerent intentions became 
steadily more apparent. All the pressure to act came 
from Blair or from Blair’s circle.

Since the Report’s publication Blair has explained his 
position on the Chilcot findings lucidly and in detail. 
He had obviously prepared himself thoroughly for what 
would clearly be a very difficult time. Unfortunately 
for him no commentator has given his explanations the 
time of day for the good reason that they could only 
have merit if acting in support of the American invasion 
had been of supreme importance for the UK and/or the 
world. We can now all see there is nothing – and never 
was anything – in such a claim.

Can we account for this remarkable state of affairs? 
I believe we can. Consider the extraordinary success 
of Blair’s political career which, it is not fanciful to 
compare, in its earlier stages, was like that of the 
younger Pitt. He became leader of the Labour Party 
at the remarkably early age of 41 and led it to three 
landslide victories, the first at the extraordinarily 
young age of 44. Further, his rise was accompanied 
by amazing enthusiasm in the media and body politic 
for him personally. His individual performances were 

in the early years treated like those of a leading pop 
star, including the inevitable hyperbole. This was no 
doubt due in large part to his being young, engaging, 
good looking and powerful. The combination was 
irresistible, and so far as the media were concerned, 
not resisted. We suffered, in effect, from a British cult 
of personality.

Given this widespread admiration it would be a rare 
person in Blair’s shoes who did not think that they were 
possessed of unusual gifts. Given the level at which 
he operated he might have concluded in his private 
reflections that he was a genius. After all that appeared 
to be the view of many others. Further he was right in 
this opinion. Such amazing and speedy advancement 
does not come about wholly by chance.

However, he was deceived in the nature of his genius. 
He believes that he has an uncanny insight into the 
nature of society and political relations. He got to the 
top young and has stayed there, he believes, because he 
is a bigger person than the rest of us, seeing further and 
more wisely. All Prime Ministers must have a degree 
of intellectual self-confidence; but in Blair’s case it 
reaches absurd heights. Hence it was, he believes, 
right and natural for him to push aside departmental 
ministers, as he routinely did on many subjects, if he 
could direct his much deeper understanding to their 
departmental issues, even if he had little time to devote 
to the issues concerned.

There has never been any evidence that Blair sees 
any further than many, including a number of senior 
politicians. He has one major achievement to his credit, 
the Irish settlement, to show for 10 years in power, but 
many of his other attempted initiatives and reforms 
ended in failure. Prime ministerial initiatives are often 
like this and it is not in itself an indictment. The point 
being made here is not that Blair is not sºtupid or 
especially incompetent at prime ministerial level; but 
he does not have intellectual gifts beyond those which 
must be possessed by any Prime Minister in order to 
function; his delusion as to his own capacity makes 
him especially vulnerable because he places so little 
value on the views of others.

Why did I say Blair was a genius? Because he is 
a brilliant master of presentation. Remember those 
magnificent performances in parliament and on TV, the 
epitome of sincerity, with phrases carefully chosen to 
appeal to the emotions, trembling lips, catches in the 
voice and the rest of it. Marvellous. The stage has lost 
a potential megastar. But an unusual ability to convey 
sincerity even with great fluency does not constitute 
exceptional understanding.

Unfortunately this weakness of Blair’s is combined, 
perhaps with an unwillingness to consider properly 
advice which does not accord with his wishes. This 
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elides into disapproval of those who dare to proffer 
such advice.

This combination of failings explains much of the 
Iraq experience. Consider the change of view on the 
legality of the war by the then Attorney General, (now) 
Lord Goldsmith. Unfortunately the detailed schedule 
of how his advice ‘developed’ until he regarded the 
war as legal, leads most observers to believe he was 
intimidated. This is deplorable not only for a law officer 
of the Crown, but for those doing the intimidating.

Or consider the ‘dodgy’ dossier concerning the risks 
of Saddam’s alleged ‘weapons of mass destruction’. 
or that Alistair Campbell ‘helped’ the security services 
with the drafting. His presence at the relevant meetings 
was unlikely to have been viewed by anyone as being 
intended to increase the accuracy of the text. Again, 
the person responsible for finalising that text was 
John Scarlett, whom Blair promoted soon afterwards. 
Scarlett may have reflected as he finalised that dossier 
that, given Blair’s convictions and attitude to those 
bearing unwelcome news, a more cautious tone might 
be unlikely to result later in that happy conclusion. 
There is no reason to believe Scarlett consciously tried 
to do anything other than an honest job. But people 
subject to unreasonable pressure can do things they 
would not have done otherwise.

In these cases, and many others not covered here, 
advice was often influenced by fear – fear of dismissal, 
or of a lost promotion. 

Gordon Brown, then Chancellor of the Exchequer, 
also contributed to the mess. We will see similarities 
in his behaviour to that of Blair and his circle. 

A significant military operation will clearly involve 
serious costs. Given UK lives will be at risk a 
responsible Chancellor should be careful to involve 
himself fully in its planning to ensure that the necessary 
equipment was provided and that costs were controlled.

A careful perusal of the detail in the Report shows 
Brown did no such thing. He went missing, did not 
attend meetings and kept as far away as he could from 
the whole affair. This is standard for Brown on matters 
not instigated by him. What might be described as a 
Heathite sulk comes easily to him. I have no doubt 
that an atmosphere of disapproval towards the whole 
project emanated from the Treasury and was directed 
at, among others, the Ministry of Defence. Unhappily 
for those involved the Chancellor carried more weight 
than their ministers. The effect – fully intended – would 
have been to discourage appeals for funds even if they 
were for badly needed equipment.

The report rightly criticises the military top brass 
for not insisting on better equipment, especially on 
transport vehicles to provide better protection for 
troops. That is a legitimate criticism, but one reason 
they did not do so was most probably the attitude of 
the Chancellor towards the mission. He put his political 
attitudes and wishes ahead of his responsibilities to 
British soldiers in the field.

The Labour party has never been more successful 
than in the Blair/Brown period (1995 – 2010). By far 
the leading figures in Labour in that era were Blair and 
Brown. The Chilcot Report sheds a light on both at the 
practical work of government. It is not a pretty sight.

Sir Richard Packer was a senior Civil Servant.
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Off	to	Butlin’s
Lindsey	Dearnley

I have a soft spot for Butlin’s. I feel something of 
a rise whenever anybody smirks at the idea of 
spending a week there, not simply because these 

little British resorts form many of my childhood 
memories, but because I watched, over the years, the 
founding ethos of Butlin’s, simple family fun and 
affordable entertainment, eventually collapse under 
the scourge of modern British louts, who invariably 
believe the word ‘fun’ involves football chanting, beer 
and vomit. We lose much of our national character 
to the modern drinking culture and for many towns 
the race to the bottom seems irreversible. However, 
on my most recent trip 
to a Butlin’s, I was 
impressed to see the 
holiday camp had done 
what our government 
seemingly cannot do 
– they have stood up 
to the loutish British 
public and restored a 
pleasant atmosphere to 
the streets of Butlin’s.

It was years since 
I last visited one of 
their holiday camps, 
something which had 
been the highlight of 
my year as a child. 
Our annual one week 
holiday to the wind-swept coast of Skegness was as far 
as we ventured, so we looked forward eagerly to the 
spring half term, as our great expedition came around 
once more. Few children I knew could afford holidays 
in more exotic locations and those that did, we pitied. 
‘You should feel sorry for those poor children off to 
Spain’ my dad would tell us on the train to Skegness, 
‘There’s no Butlin’s in Spain!’ We ate our homemade 
sandwiches and really did feel sorry for those children. 
What ever they were going to be doing in Spain, it 
wouldn’t involve riding tandem bicycles, taking part 
in nobbly knees competitions or paddling in the North 
Sea with the biting wind trying to blow them over.

As we grew older however, it was clear the 
atmosphere of the camps was changing. Gone were 
the crowds of elderly ballroom dancers, wearing their 

finest clothes with pride, and in came that well-known 
misery chronic to all British seaside resorts – gangs 
of British youths.

Butlin’s groaned and heaved under the assault – 
vomit filled the streets, fights were frequent in the bars, 
shouts and antics could be heard through the thin chalet 
walls as teens roamed the night and the famous Butlin’s 
Red Coats began to take on a subdued appearance, their 
performances drowned out by the whoops and howls 
of crowds of drunken men.

I once saw a red coat dressed as a giant teddy bear 
shaking hands with the small crowd of children 

congregated around 
him when a group of 
drunks caught sight 
of him and roared like 
predators that  had 
spotted their prey. ‘D’ 
you think there’s a 
man in it or a woman?’ 
shouted one ‘kick him 
in the balls and find 
out!’ With no care for 
now crying children, 
they launched after 
him, and he was forced 
to take off running, 
galloping awkwardly 
in the giant teddy bear 
suit. This must have 

been a frequent occurrence for him, for he quickly 
kicked the huge bear feet off and sprinted as if his life 
depended on it.

We had had enough, if we wanted to stay in such a 
resort we could have gone to Blackpool for a week, or 
the local council estate.

The Butlin’s Holiday Parks, of which three now 
remain, were created in an era for people who worked 
hard, did not have much money but still enjoyed a 
certain amount of taste. Butlin understood his audience, 
despite having a remarkably different start to life to 
his customer base. His father had been a wealthy 
clergyman who lived in Cape Town .... somewhat 
inexplicably, he married a baker woman who hailed 
from fairground stock, namely the Hill family. The 
marriage was as fraught as might be expected, and 
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despite their increasingly urgent financial situation, 
William Butlin Senior saw manual labour as beneath 
him, preferring to spend his days playing tennis and 
leading a life of leisure leaving his young wife Bertha 
to become the breadwinner for them both. Thankfully 
Bertha was a resourceful young woman, and drawing 
on her traveller ingenuity she opened a bicycle hire and 
repair shop, doing the repairs herself. Sadly, by the time 
Billy was born in 1899, despite Bertha’s efforts, the 
couple’s marriage was already disintegrating.

After her business failed, Bertha Butlin finally 
abandoned the marriage and took her two sons to 
England where she introduced Billy to the fairground 
life. Living together in a cramped caravan, they baked 
and sold gingerbread men to the fairground punters and 
foraged coal from the slag 
heaps in winter. It was here 
the man was made, amidst 
the muddy stalls, noisy 
crowds, and the cut-throat 
competition of stall owners. 
His formal education had 
been scant and sporadic, but such a childhood does not 
produce the layabout young men we see the schools 
churning out today. Billy Butlin became a showman 
himself. He understood business and understood the 
bread and circuses of the working class. 

The ethos that underpinned his resorts continued 
throughout post-war Britain and the enterprise reached 
its heyday in the 70’s, after which the company was 
sold to the Rank Organisation. It was around this time, 
I believe, that the franchise lost its way. Facing stiffer 
competition from cheap package holidays, Rank did 
little to improve the resorts, and sold a number of 
them off. By the time it was sold on again to Borne 
Leisure in 2000, Butlin’s was at its lowest ebb. The 
spirit and founding ethos of Billy Butlin had all but 
been forgotten, the art deco buildings and dance halls 
were demolished and the great British drinking culture 
was fully catered to. It was no longer a resort that Billy 
Butlin would recognise. Borne Leisure however, took 
the bull by its horns and by the time we returned, this 
time with my two young nieces, we were impressed 
at its turn-around from our last visit in the nineties.

To our great surprise, under Borne Leisure’s 
stewardship, Butlin’s appears to have successfully shed 
many of the aspects that blight British life, and they 
did it by clamping down on one thing in particular – 
alcohol.

Gone were the late night bars with their adult themed 
evening shows and what drinks could be bought were 
expensive, and with that – gone were the gangs of 
youths! Thanks to a staggered arrangement of closing 
times, starting as early as 9.30, each bar closed 

successively until only one bar remained open each 
night, allowing security to gather the drinkers in one 
location. They also introduced other changes – putting 
their prices up, banning bookings from large single-
sex groups and refurbishing the resorts’ facilities to 
focus on young families. Perhaps most pleasing to 
see of all – The Redcoats have been restored to their 
traditional 1930’s uniform, complete with Blazers and 
ties and white pleated skirts for the women. (Some 
time in the nineties they were hideously redesigned to 
resemble more casual wear.) Without their booze, the 
louts drifted away, (from the looks of it to the nearby 
Ingoldmels, a horror hole populated by Jeremy Kyle 
guests on mobility scooters), and families returned 
once more.

Butlin’s has achieved a feat 
that seemingly eludes our 
own government, a clean-up 
act that puts family back in 
the central role, and alcohol 
to the sidelines. Despite the 
working class demographic 

still making up around 93 percent of the guests, we 
enjoyed an atmosphere in the resort far better behaved 
and organised than most towns. Perhaps I shouldn’t 
put too much importance on my observations, but 
I genuinely believe the presence of families with 
numerous small children has a tranquillising effect 
on communities, and the presence of large groups of 
young men causes people to feel subdued regardless 
of their behaviour. The feeling of safety within any 
community should not be underestimated, nor should 
the desire for parents to raise children away from 
excessive partying be pushed to the margins, not 
simply within a holiday resort, but within society at 
large. Town centres are no longer communities places, 
but geared toward the larger profits than can be made 
from food and alcohol.

Does Butlin’s have the blue print for a better society? 
Well perhaps that’s going a little too far, after all, 
nobody goes there for high culture and fine cuisine but 
I think if Billy Butlin were to take on the country and 
fill the streets with Red Coats we would enjoy life in 
our towns far more than under the endless profiteering 
of recent governments and their years of community 
disregard.

Lindsey Dearnley is an artist, illustrator and journalist.

We lose much of our national 
character to the modern drinking 
culture and for many towns the race 
to the bottom seems irreversible.
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This afternoon I have taken delivery of a new 
mobile phone, a smart phone for which, over 
the next two years, I’ll be paying approximately 

£12.50 a month. There. No more need be said. You now 
know that I am a credulous fool.

Not only have I allowed a telecoms company access 
to my one and only bank account, but I have also 
given them my credit card details, which they told 
me they needed in order to establish that vital modern 
quality, my credit worthiness. Happily, it’s high at the 
moment, in inverse proportion to my common sense. 
And by getting the phone I have, by default, allowed 
the authorities, should they become even vaguely 
interested in my dull and circumscribed little life, to 
track me wherever I go, to peruse my facile texts and 
my endless emails and photographs, to examine my idle 
internet searches, and, unless I can manage to disable 
the phone’s voice recognition software and keep it 
disabled, listen in to my waffling conversations. And 
how can I be sure that I’m not being secretly filmed 
by the phone’s camera, which can take pictures from 
both sides of the device? I can’t.

Some of this might be said of most modern laptops, 
of course, or of any other newish online device, but my 
phone is special since it lives in my hand.

Why have I allowed it? Purely for the sake of 
convenience. What idiocy. What sloth. And my 
chosen telephone company, judging by recent events, 
is quite likely to be hacked over the next two years, 
or to suspect that it’s been hacked. If it’s made public, 
news of the suspected hack will probably be released 
while I’m on holiday, or over the weekend, and I will 
perhaps have an anxious few days worrying about the 
loss of my personal information before anything can 
be done. In the event, the phone company will issue 
vague reassurances and I’ll probably cross my fingers 
and carry on as normal.

I knew all this before I ordered the phone, and I 
pondered over it for some time, but I still did it and 
I always knew I would. My existing phone, now 
almost at the end of its contract, has been so useful to 
me that the thought of doing without such a device is 
now intolerable. I am ready, once again, to surrender 
my financial and personal freedom to higher powers, 
having foolishly placed my trust in them. It’s like a 
warped kind of religious devotion.

Your	Curtains	are	Watching	You	
Polly	Walshe

But then again I’ve got away with it so far, and if 
there is a cyber attack on the company I signed up 
with, and if as a result of this I lose money or, in an 
extreme scenario, have my identity stolen, I will (after 
considerable stress, admittedly) almost certainly be 
compensated. And what about the authorities? Well, 
they seem vaguely benign, for the moment, don’t they? 
On a comparative scale, at least. Less tyrannical than 
North Korea. The chances are that if a branch of the 
government ever did decide to track my whereabouts 
this would almost certainly be for my own benefit – if 
I went missing, say, having lost my memory – or for 
someone else’s benefit – if  I committed a serious crime 
and needed to be detained for the public good.

In more rebellious moments, resentful of being 
tracked, I leave my phone at home, reminding myself 
as I do so that I coped perfectly well without it for 
decades. I do this sometimes, but I find it difficult. 
The blasted thing contains so much information, has 
so many skills, not to mention the numbers and other 
stuff I no longer bother to memorise. Soon I’ll be using 
it to pay for things in shops; at the moment I can choose 
to do this if I want, but for how much longer will bank 
cards and cash exist? And perhaps one day the smart 
phone or its descendant will double up as an identity 
card and possessing one will become obligatory. How 
long, indeed, before its tiny equivalent gets embedded 
in my flesh?

But perhaps I shouldn’t be worrying. I like to think I 
have a choice in all this, but the truth is that I probably 
don’t – or soon won’t – so what does it really matter? 
When the so-called Internet of Things is fully upon 
us in the next five years, in everything we touch and 
see, and in what we can’t see too, and when we are 
fully embedded in it, there will be no complete opt out, 
no possibility of living ‘off grid’ when the internet is 
embedded. The Internet of Things is why the software 
company ARM whose chips will power it, was sold 
for $20 billion a few weeks back. There will be no 
choice and perhaps that will be easier. We will all 
be watched at all times, even our curtains will have 
tiny cameras embedded in them, and the very idea of 
privacy will, to put it mildly, need to evolve. While 
we may still be able to adapt our privacy settings to 
some extent, the default setting will be a high degree 
of exposure including, for example, the recording of 
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conversations, the demonisation of certain words and 
phrases representing certain patterns of thought. 

So if this is to be the trend, if this is the merry hell 
that approaches us, why not just enjoy the ride and 
lighten up? And why am I just thinking about myself? 
Possessing a smart phone brings a whole new freedom 
to people in poor and remote communities, helps small 
businesses, makes insurrection easier and dictatorship 
more difficult to maintain. Huge crowds can assemble 
at a moment’s notice and upset the authorities. All right. 
But only for the moment, and in some places. The 
government of China has already got wise to this. And 
of course the same advantages apply to terrorists too. 

Say what you like, getting a new phone when I 
don’t absolutely have to is 
a piece of complicity far 
worse than wearing a t-shirt 
with ‘Gap’ on the front. 
Whichever way you look 
at it, I’m facilitating what 
would, in a more corrupt 
state, amount to my own 
betrayal. And I’m not selling away my freedom (that 
would be bad enough) but buying it away. True, I’m 
getting my phone and all its wonders in return, but is the 
exchange fair? I hardly think so. Clever as it is, clever 
though its makers may be, in the eyes of eternity, if you 
believe in such a thing, my lovely new phone amounts 
to not much more than a gimmick, a toy with magpie 
charm. It’s just a way of gathering, marshalling, storing 
and reshuffling things that already exist for reasons of 
personal comfort and (that word again) convenience. 
And let’s not even mention its manufacture or the 
mining of the minerals involved, that’s a whole other 
ghastly can of worms. Assembling mobile phones 
might be helping someone somewhere to earn enough 

to stay alive, but by what means. I wouldn’t want to 
be involved in it and nor would you.

And if I ask my phone who won Agincourt or the 
Battle of Borodino, or how the Good Friday Agreement 
was drawn up, or the Treaty of Versailles, how do I 
know it’s telling me the truth? History is on the decline 
in schools, and the ability to use a library could easily 
be lost too, especially because at the moment the very 
idea sounds so ludicrous.

So on we go, eagerly snapping up devices, checking 
them dementedly, almost asking to be placed under 
surveillance, and our sheer numbers make this choice 
still more acceptable to us. Maybe when my new 
contract expires I’ll stand against the current and decide 

not to replace my phone, as I 
contemplated doing this time. 
You never know. Because how 
long will it be before phone 
companies ask for a small 
sample of our DNA in addition 
to everything else, or, when it 
can be extracted, condensed 

and digitalised (by the end of next year perhaps), the 
grainy stuff of our souls? And it’s very probable, if they 
ever demand these things, that we’ll submit to them 
without even flinching. We’ll be even more used to 
the trade-off by then, won’t we, and, in the words of 
a policeman of my acquaintance, if you haven’t done 
anything wrong, what is there to hide?

So I’m getting a new phone and I’m not even losing 
any sleep over it. What I’m doing is intending to try 
not to think about it. What a piece of work I am.

Polly Walshe is a writer. Her latest novel is Theresa 
Smith at the Court of Heaven.

And if I ask my phone who won 
Agincourt or the Battle of Borodino, or 
how the Good Friday Agreement was 
drawn up, or the Treaty of Versailles, 
how do I know it’s telling me the truth?

Not	a	Single	Drop	of	Good	Sense
Patricia	Morgan

Like an automaton, the young man next to me on 
the bus repeatedly raises a bottle of water to his 
lips and takes a gulp. At the local war memorial 

on Remembrance Sunday, someone felt it perilous to 
abstain for the two minutes silence, so he unscrewed 
and guzzled. A holiday group photographed by the 
Taj Mahal clutch their bottles. As if in Death Valley, 
a message repeatedly bawled at rail stations on warm 
days insists we have our water bottle at the ready. And 
what about animals? The world’s largest dog bowl has 

been installed in Kennington Park, London, to ‘help 
people keep their pets hydrated’. 

Now it is summer, plastic bottles line the main roads 
where I live and roll about on the buses and trains. As 
the multitudes on the move tote this fashion accessory, 
do they just mean to convey ‘I take healthy advice’; 
‘I do what is right/good for me’ or is something 
indefinably threatening being kept at bay? A leaflet 
about a local fair tells everyone to make sure they bring 
enough water, hinting at some ominous consequences 
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for those who don’t. Where once we might have been 
told to balance our body’s four humours or follow 
our horoscope to avoid all manner of ills we are now 
exhorted to hydrate ourselves. 

Not long ago, you didn’t see a water bottle. It would 
have been ridiculous to buy water. Unlike those 
unfortunates in today’s undeveloped or backward 
countries, ours came out of the tap sparkling and clean. 
There were fountains for those who felt dry on hot days, 
along with troughs for work horses. 

As if suddenly forestalling a recently discovered 
possible plague, we were urged to drink at least eight 
glasses or two litres of water a day. An acquaintance 
felt that somehow she was letting herself and others 
down because she could not manage this amount. With 
the NHS on-board, all staff in medical facilities had 
their water ostentatiously on display to model what 
to do to stay healthy. Water has become a medicine 
that must be constantly ingested and the more the 
better of this wonder substance. Thirst was not to 
be trusted, because it underestimated our needs. Our 
bodies were not trustworthy. Parents must ensure their 
toddler drank enough, despite their small body mass 
and sodium levels. Tap water did not qualify. It was 
somehow improper or impure, despite London water, 
tested by an army of chemists round the clock, being 
the purest there is. 

Now you have to be properly ‘hydrated’. Does this 
mean filling up like a bucket or balloon? The blood 
is precisely regulated and can hardly be diluted. Or 
perhaps we must be ‘de-toxified’, with nasties flushed 
out akin to a gastric exorcism. It’s nonsense. This might 
be traceable to the Hydropathy promoted by Vincent 
Priessnitz (1799-1851), who believed in the curative 
powers of water for humans and animals. As well as 
sitting under waterfalls, patients had to drink copious 
amounts to bring ‘bad stuff out of the system’. The 
myth was later propagated by nutritionists tied to the 
chemical industry.

Magical expressions do not describe the human 
body. It takes just the amount of fluids it needs – no 
matter what form they are in. It does not disdain 
lettuces or discriminate against coffee or snobbishly 
insist on Perrier. Food eaten contains much of the 
water necessary to stay healthy. Otherwise, the thirst 
mechanism acts as a safe and effective indicator of 
fluid needs. Any surplus is passed out in the urine. The 
kidneys, liver, lungs and skin are precision-honed toxin 
removal mechanisms. 

How many think to ask whether, not long ago, 
multitudes were dropping in the streets from ‘de-
hydration’? Were the hospitals full and emergency 
services overloaded because people were toxified due 
to insufficient imbibing? 

As Paracelsus said in the 1500s, the dose determines 
the poison. Leah Betts, the teenager who collapsed 
after taking Ecstasy, died from drinking too much 
water. This makes the brain swell, resulting in coma 
and death. Actor Anthony Andrews was luckier and 
ended up in intensive care. Cynthia Lucero collapsed 
and died at the Boston Marathon suffering from water 
intoxication (hyponatraemia) after drinking before 
and during the race. With other cases following, 
experts conclude that unrestrained water drinking, at 
rest or during exercise, is dangerous. The advice is to 
moderate fluid intake. 

That has made no impression. Evidence-based 
medicine is supposedly the bedrock of treatment 
guidelines, yet the most basic questions fail to be asked 
by health services about the promotion of fads with no 
factual basis. 

What the water companies have is a good grasp of the 
principles of group psychology – just at a time when 
Western society is increasingly responsive to emotional 
appeals, signals and words. This enables them to 
undertake one of the most audacious, successful 
marketing enterprises of all time drawing upon the 
capacity of social animals to mirror or replicate 
another’s signals; something often unnoticed by both 
those copying and being copied. Mutual imitation 
allows people to make connections to others and to 
believe that they share similar attitudes and ideas. 
Mirroring begins when infants mimic people around 
them. Children teach themselves by imitating what 
they see others doing. Mob behaviour was the basis 
of the grief-fest that started following the laying of the 
first bouquets for Princess Diana outside Kensington 
Palace. 

After Diana’s death, I witnessed a woman rush 
up the escalator at a London station holding aloft 
cellophane wrapped flowers shrieking ‘Diana, Diana’. 
After her ran two children crying ‘Mummy, Mummy, 
wait for us’. She had forgotten about them. There was 
the overriding imperative to deposit her offering for 
someone she never knew and had no link or obligation 
to her whatsoever. 

In the aftermath of the 2004 tsunami, bouncers rattled 
donation tins at the doors of pubs and clubs labelled, 
‘don’t give don’t enter’. It was neither here nor there 
whether the bouncers helped themselves afterwards. 
What mattered was that people showed the correct 
emotional release. The same applied to flower sellers 
roundly abusing those who would not ‘buy for Diana’. 

According to Spero Tsindos from La Trobe 
University, Melbourne, we consume oceans of 
superfluous water because the bottle itself signals 
virtue and symbolises what is ‘cool and hip’. 

Thanks to our prodigious thirst the global bottled 
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Killing	Grandma	for	Gay	Sex
Penelope	Fawcett	Hulme

On Tuesday August 2nd a High Court judge 
ordered the NHS to provide daily pills to 
10,000 gay men who don’t have HIV but are 

at high risk of being infected through unprotected sex. 
It will cost taxpayers in England £400 a patient, about 
£20 million a year.

The drug, Truvada (emtricitabine and tenofovir 
disoproxil fumarate), pre-exposure prophylaxis, known 
as PrEP (Prep) is given to high-risk groups, mainly 
young promiscuous men. It’s currently used in the US, 
Canada, Australia and France to help protect the most 
at-risk gay men. Alex Craddock who runs a website 
called, ‘ I Want Prep Now,’ told Channel 4 News that 
he currently orders a generic version of Prep online 
from India at £45 a month.

NHS England, which funds drugs for cure, rather 
than prevention, had refused to prescribe Prep. It 
argued that because it is a preventative medicine, it 
should be funded by local councils. It also stated that 
spending on Prep might mean they couldn’t afford 
other treatments; such as drugs for children with 
cystic fibrosis, stem cell transplants for a rare blood 
cancer, and prosthetic knees for amputees. They were 
challenged by the National Aids Trust charity and the 
High Court ruled there was nothing to stop the NHS 
from paying.

Studies have shown Prep reduces the risk of getting 
HIV from sex by more than 90 per cent when used 
consistently. Among people who inject drugs, it reduces 
the risk by more than 70 per cent when used regularly. 
Those figures are what is achievable with responsible 
use and many of those most at risk are unlikely to 

take the pills regularly. The authoritative Cochrane 
Review was less reassuring. Results from four trials, 
which compared the drug against a placebo, showed 
a reduction in the risk of acquiring HIV infection by 
about 51 per cent.

There is evidence of a dramatic fall in condom use 
among men taking the drug, leaving them exposed 
to other infections. A recent French study found that 
condom use declined to just 24 per cent among men 
taking Prep. There is a chance that the HIV virus 
may evolve to become resistant to Prep resulting in 
a much deadlier strain. Michael Weinstein, president 
of the AIDS Healthcare Foundation in the US, voiced 
concern ‘about the potential for overall spread of the 
virus as well as other sexually transmitted diseases for 
which Prep offers no protection’. In February, doctors 
reported the case of a 43-year-old gay Canadian man 
who tested positive despite taking Prep for two years.

Dr Peter Saunders, Chief Executive of the Christian 
Medical Fellowship, said the free use of Prep is, ‘fraught 
with dangers’. His concern was not medical but ethical, 
although couched in the same terms. He believes that 
making Prep freely available to already promiscuous 
homosexuals could encourage more sexual risk-taking 
and more sexually transmitted disease as a result. Any 
effect on decreasing HIV transmission rates could be 
cancelled out by rising levels of promiscuity. His blog 
his cites studies showing gay men having an average of 
twelve coital acts per week with an average of twenty 
one sexual partners in the previous 30 days.

James Mildred, of the Christian Action Research 
and Education charity, said: ‘We have really serious

water industry’s profits parallel those of the chemical 
and plastics industry, and make a massive contribution 
to the eight million tonnes of plastic that end up in 
our oceans every year. Plastic bottles break down into 
microplastics, upon which molluscs, fish and other 
marine creatures frequently choke. Such particles are 
toxic because forming an ideal surface for pathogenic 
microbes and chemical pollutants to accumulate they 
kill any sea animal that swallows them. So pure? So 
healthy?

Despots do not need to provide a clean water supply 
if their subjects can buy it bottled. The astonishing 
plastic mountains that line Syria’s roads are a wonder 

of the modern world. The rivers which once flowed 
from Eden now head to oceans entirely covered in 
plastic bottles. 

History tells us that, once challenged by leaders with 
sufficient authority, mob movements and crazes fade as 
rapidly as they begin. Like paper bags, plastic bottles 
could be banished in an instant.

Finally if you can sell bottles of water, why not bags 
of air? The Chinese are already there. Never mind the 
turtles and cows choking on the leavings of choked, 
entangled birds falling to earth.

Patrica Morgan’s latest book is The Marriage Files.
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concerns about the NHS spending tens of millions on 
a drug that we believe could facilitate more risky sexual 
lifestyles. Given the risks of increased promiscuity 
associated with Prep, this would be an expensive and 
potentially irresponsible action.’

But who seriously cares about the views of anyone 
who puts, ‘Christian’ in their professional title and 
what is it to do with anyone else if gay men choose to 
be sexually active without condoms? The judge in the 
high court clearly saw gay men as victims who must 
have expensive protection provided by the state. In the 
words of Mike Freer, MP for Finchley and Chairman 
of the all party group on HIV, ‘Health care is not about 
making the right choices. NHS England should be 
graceful in defeat.’

His view on individual choices being irrelevant 
was echoed by Deborah Gold, Chief Executive of the 
National Aids Trust. ‘Practising safe-sex is a conscious 
decision like taking the pill,’ she said on the Today 
programme. ‘But using protection might depend on 
someone else, or the situation that night.’  Meaning, 
it seems, ‘I am not going to spoil my pleasure or risk 
offending my partner by insisting that they put on a 
condom.’ An attitude ruinous to the lives of millions of 
women and children in Africa, if not in the developed 
world.

In the West, the principle is the thing, and gay rights 
are now enshrined in law, almost a new religion, a 
shibboleth as strong as anti-racism. So strong that the 
free pleasure taken by gay men apparently trumps all 
other priorities in the health service. Of course there 
are selfish reasons to worry about this.

Reaching sixty, a strange number of people I know 
seem to have trouble with their joints. Hip Hop dancing 
becomes mainly hop as the ball and sockets grind 
away preventing free movement and sound sleep at 
night. Skiing also goes off a cliff as the knee hinges 
stiffen. Middle age is often the time of a first cancer 
scare and friends begin to die. I am not yet at the age 
when all around me are seeking cataract ops, getting 
their hearing tested, or being asked by their doctor 
to name the Prime Minister but it’s obvious what the 
future holds; after the age of forty there is a creeping 
certainty about what is to come although you thought 
it would never happen. But it’s scary and unpalatable 
rather than selfish to hear how NHS drugs have to be 
rationed for all groups.

‘There isn’t a bottomless pit to spend on the NHS,’ 
said Philip Davies, Tory MP for Shipley, when he heard 
about the Prep ruling. ‘The fact that we’re depriving 
cancer patients of crucial drugs at the expense of 
other treatments is something we’ve got to look at,’ 
he said. ‘You’ve got to wonder what reaction you’d 
get if you looked a cancer patient in the eye to explain 

you haven’t been able to fund their treatment because 
you’ve prioritised other treatments.’

NHS England said the ruling would delay a decision 
about funding for thirteen other treatments, including 
for children with cystic fibrosis, prosthetic knees and 
implants for deafness. There is already rationing for 
cataracts, at a mere £800 an eye, and of course the 
continuing bitter wrangle over cancer drugs.

Britain risks missing out on a new era of cancer 
drugs, which are increasingly expensive. NICE, the 
National Institute for Health and Care Excellence, 
takes a robust cost based approach before it approves 
even life-saving drugs, such as Nivolumab, which 
was considered the most significant breakthrough for 
treating skin and lung cancer in the last twenty years. 
It was one of the first of the new immunotherapy 
treatments, which harness the body’s own immune 
system and teaches it to attack tumours. But when 
results were published to great acclaim last summer, 
NICE decided that at £63,200 a year it was not ‘cost-
effective use of NHS resources.’

The drug, made by US firm Bristol-Myers Squibb, 
is available to lung and skin cancer patients in the US 
and Germany.

Last November the life-extending drug Kadcyla was 
withheld from new breast cancer sufferers. NICE will 
make a final decision on the drug in February 2017. It 
only gave women an extra six months, but for a mother 
with young children that time was better than nothing. 
An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development report compared key health records from 
its thirty four members, and found that women with 
breast cancer were more likely to reach the five-year 
survival point in almost all countries other than Britain, 
with only the Czech Republic, Poland and Ireland 
trailing behind. Only the Czech Republic, Poland and 
Denmark had worse rates for surviving bowel cancer 
than Britain, while cervical cancer rates were worse in 
only Ireland and Poland. So it was strange to hear the 
swift legal decision to prioritise young gay men who 
have made a ‘life-style choice,’ or rather death style 
choice to simply not buy a packet of rubbers.

Since the 1960s the Left has pointed out that a high 
crime rate is the price we pay for freedom; it seems that 
it is also about paying through the nose and other parts 
of the anatomy for people to behave with destructive 
irresponsibility.

The NHS is unique, envied and now used by 
people the world over, but we also know that since 
its creation along with the welfare state, something 
has gone badly wrong with British social attitudes. 
In the NHS there are countless missed appointments, 
delayed hospital discharges through inadequacies in 
social care, inappropriate pharmacy, including drugs 
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doled out for people living abroad through fraudulent 
prescriptions, and sold abroad illegally by chemists, 
and no serious attempt is ever made to control fraud or 
waste. In fact trying to control it is considered by many 
to be immoral, in case it discriminates against victims. 

The great divide between British society before and 
after the Beveridge Report of 1942 which founded 
the Welfare State, was surely the eradication of the 
concept of the ‘deserving and undeserving poor’. The 
poorest people particularly seem to hate this kind of 
egalitarianism, with tabloids relishing tales of men 
living on benefits after fathering twenty children. But 
everyone is deserving now, and gradually all blame 
attached to one’s own circumstances have been eroded. 
This avoids the harshness of the worst kind of Victorian 
utilitarianism, which saw poverty as a sign of moral 
weakness, but it has led to an enfeebled, infantilised 
culture, at least in England, where the work ethic and 
self-reliance have drastically waned. 

Notions espoused with revolutionary joy forty years 
ago have not turned out so well for many people; 
abandonment of the concept of chastity before marriage 
has led to the mass easy exploitation of vulnerable 
English girls largely abandoned by their parents. 
Millions of children now suffer from being fatherless. 
Step-parents, domestic chaos, unhappy children, more 

children in care are all accepted now as the norm, 
unquestioned until the bill comes in and we all have to 
pay. But now the very grown up question is looming – 
how long can we afford it? As it seems our money for 
endless welfare and health spending is running out we 
have to decide realistically what really matters in the 
NHS. After the war its creation was about delivering a 
new, fairer, compassionate society, based on a cohesive 
population of about forty million, now it holds a lurid 
mirror up to us, showing not the future, but what we 
have become; greedy, unfair and unhealthy.

In the light of this ruling about gay men, we need a 
fearless public debate to establish priorities. I suspect 
most will choose fair rationing and high standards of 
clinical care above all else. But they might also start 
looking at the outdated beliefs underlying the causes 
of all the waste and unfairness in the system.

NICE, which is often not nice at all, will publish its 
evidence on Prep this autumn. With a sad irony they 
have also just sent out a completely unrelated press 
release saying; ‘Increased condom use can tackle STIs.’

They are right, but don’t say it too loudly or you will 
annoy a lot of gay men and their right-thinking friends.

Penelope Fawcett Hulme is a social commentator.

Poking	the	Russian	Bear
James	Monkton

During the EU referendum campaign, Prime 
Minister David Cameron ratcheted up ‘Project 
Fear’ to dissuade voters from choosing the 

Leave option on polling day. His artificial, cynically 
created Cassandra-like predictions of the economic 
implosion that he claimed would follow a Brexit are 
as nothing to his playing on fears on security issues, 
solemnly warning that Britain, if it left the EU, would 
be exposed to deadly terrorist attacks from an army of 
jihadists due to the consequent lack of co-operation 
with our European ‘partners’.

This was – and remains – nonsense. The UK is much 
further ahead in its integrated successful counter-
terrorist strategy than its European counterparts, 
especially France. As Richard Dearlove, former head 
of MI6, recently advised, these countries would never 
cut off their nose to spite their face; instead, they would 
wish to ensure the continuity of close intelligence 
co-operation with Britain’s advanced intelligence 
agencies for mutual benefit and their own security 

(dangerously vulnerable as recent events in France 
and Brussels have sadly demonstrated). Cameron and 
many Europhiles exploited the current ISIS crisis in the 
Middle East, but horrific as potential terrorist attacks 
may be, this deliberate focus on them obscured the far 
greater security threat that would imperil the UK by 
remaining in the EU. 

The bull elephant rampaging in the room is actually 
a bear: Russia. Russia, unlike the Caliphate, is a 
nuclear state. It has recently developed the RS-26 
Rubezh ICBM and the SSN-30A Kalibr missile, the 
latter capable of delivering a nuclear payload to any 
European target from a naval vessel. The long-range 
version of Kalibr can reach London from Kaliningrad, 
where Putin is building up his missile armoury. This 
is obviously worrying enough at the best of times; but 
the EU, ever-expansionist in it imperial enterprises, is 
exacerbating the delicate balance of power in Europe 
though deliberate antagonising Russia: the EU is the 
idiot boy constantly prodding the bear with a stick.
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Putin’s foreign policy is successfully attempting the 
aggressive reassertion of Russian might and pride, lost 
in the the rubble of the Berlin wall. He is ever-ready 
to deploy force in pursuit of his foreign policy aims: 
Chechnya, Georgia, Crimea, Ukraine, Syria. Shedding 
blood does not trouble him: this is a man who views 
war as a Clausewitzian arm of diplomacy. He means 
business and he needs to be treated with great caution. 
However, since the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 the EU feels 
aggrandised by its own amplified foreign policy. The 
present High Representative 
of the Union for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy 
– ie,  Foreign Secretary 
– is the worryingly inept 
Frederica Mogherini, who 
is fathoms out of her depth 
in Europe’s unfolding crisis. 
Ever emboldened by its own 
integrationist advances, the 
EU is constantly provoking 
Putin in pursuit of its highly 
provocative expansionist 
policies. In so doing it has 
put the EU on top of Putin’s 
hate list. Here’s why.

The end of the Cold War 
left Russia reeling as its ruling 
ideology of communism was 
deservedly left in tatters. Since 
the turn of the century, Putin 
has tried to anchor Russia 
into the West politically, 
strategically and economically, both within NATO 
and the EU. He has been repeatedly rebutted and, in 
the process, he and his nation have been humiliated by 
rejection. At heart, Moscow wants respect as a world 
power. So while there are good reasons not to embrace 
Russia; there are better ones for doing so, not least to 
avoid Moscow throwing its military weight around 
to seek attention. It would be hard to envisage Russia 
acting as it now does after being granted some loose 
type of formal association with the EU and NATO. 
After all, the EU is happy to make overtures to Belarus 
and Turkey – hardly beacons of liberal democracy – so 
why not Russia?

Russia’s fur was ruffled when Poland and the other 
Visegrad group of countries (Hungary, Czech Republic 
and Slovakia) joined NATO in 1999, and it was furious 
when the Vilnius group of the Baltic states became 
part of the club in 2004: the Russky Mir, the ‘Russian 
World’ or sphere of influence, was being undermined. 
Many renowned foreign affairs experts warned that 
this was a dangerous and unnecessary provocation of 

Russia, which did not pose a threat at the time and, 
indeed, was trying to find a relatively collaborative role 
with the old West. But NATO, similarly disorientated 
by the sudden and startling advent of the post Cold 
War geopolitical world, was trying to find a new 
raison d’être for itself. Adhering to Milton Friedman’s 
observations on ‘the tyranny of the status quo’, NATO 
policy kept pressing ahead with Cold War policies.

This suited the EU, which jumped on the NATO 
bandwagon; in fact, the two organisations have 

become disconcertingly close 
in their parallel pursuits. 
These were further conflated 
in 2004 when the Visegrad 
and Vilnius states acceded to 
the EU. Unsurprisingly, these 
countries were seeking extra 
security within both NATO 
and the EU against their giant 
neighbour with its history 
of oppression. Of course, as 
independent countries (as 
they were, anyway, before 
they joined the EU) they 
had every right to make this 
decision. The stupidity was 
in the crass insensitivity of 
these organisations in their 
concomitant treatment of 
Russia: there was no attempt 
to mitigate the loss of face 
M o s c o w  c o n s e q u e n t l y 
experienced. Confirmation 

of NATO and EU getting together was actually 
formalised in the EU’s Lisbon Treaty which stipulates 
that accession countries (most of which border Russia) 
must align their security and defence policies with 
those of NATO.

The EU’s relentless expansionist plans continue 
apace and create plenty of scope for modern-day 
Balkans crises and flash points: the EU idiot boy 
continues to prod the Russian bear, by activating its 
Eastern European Partnership (EEP) to prepare for later 
membership of those countries which border Russia; 
Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Moldova and, 
of course, Ukraine. The last of these, Ukraine, shows 
how easily the EU’s reckless ‘foreign’ policy can lead 
to actual armed conflict. Richard Sakwa, Professor 
of Russian and European Politics at the University 
of Kent, says that the EU ‘has only exacerbated the 
tensions’ with Russia, due to its ‘Brussels-centric vision 
of a European core that extended into the heartlands of 
what had once been an alternative great-power system 
centred on Moscow. The increasing merger of Wider 
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Conservative	Classic	—	63	
Equality Keith	Joseph	and	Jonathan	Sumption	(first	published	1979)
Richard	Packer

The Western intelligentsia have been obsessed by 
the attractions of equality for many decades. It 
is true that they, often the same people, are also 

obsessed by other abstractions such as social mobility, 
which a few moments thought will show to point in 
a quite different direction. But the achievement of 
equality, broadly defined, remains a favourite objective 
of many especially those of a leftish inclination. Of 
course some types of equality are supported by all. 
Equality before the law is one obvious example. 
Equality for all citizens to seek public office might 
be another. This 1979 work deals with the area where 
Right and Left are perhaps most sharply divided, the 
desirability of equality of wealth and income. The 
book’s thesis is stated starkly in the first paragraph.

‘The object of this book is to challenge...the belief 
that it is a proper function of the State to influence the 
distribution of wealth...’ 

The authors are, of course, distinguished. Joseph 
was perhaps the leading light among those who, tired 
of the soggy, ultra pragmatic policies of the post war 
Conservative party, made a case for a robust politics 
based on principles of individual liberty and the free 
market. The ultimate, triumphant result was Mrs 
Thatcher. Joseph held Cabinet rank, but it is fair to 
say his main contribution was as a thinker rather than 
as a doer.

Sumption is now a judge in the Supreme Court 
having, uniquely, been appointed there with virtually 

no judicial experience. For many years before his 
appointment to that body he had a reputation as being 
the best and cleverest advocate in the land. Of course 
such reputations are not always justified. I have never 
met Sumption in a legal (or any other) context, but 
I know people who have. Their reports suggest his 
reputation was well-deserved.

This book may go a long way to explaining the 
sniffiness about Sumption one detects in some eminent 
legal circles. It was written a long time ago, but if his 
views are still anything like those recorded here it 
must be likely that he rejects the mindset of many of 
the most senior judges which has led in recent years 
to the judicial absurdities and encroachments on 
the democratic process stemming in particular from 
interpretations of the Human Rights Act.

The book shows every sign of having been written 
by a top lawyer. It gives no quarter. The logical flow is 
both brilliant and concise. It is especially compelling 
on the inevitable (as the authors rightly see it) conflict 
between liberty and equality. 

‘It is essential to the egalitarian view of things that 
the competitive nature of men should be frustrated 
or changed. This is a revolutionary endeavour and 
revolutions are not carried through by the mild and 
decent men who first proposed them.’

The authors demonstrate that egalitarians ‘rely 
for the achievement of their objects on the coercive 
power of the state’ and that a society in which choices 

Europe [the EU’s vision] with the Atlantic security 
system only made things worse’.

Putin is ready to exploit the ‘shameful’ treatment of 
Russian speakers in the Baltic states and to ‘defend the 
rights of … our compatriots abroad, using the entire 
range of means available’. The 2013 Zapad-13 joint 
Russian-Belarusian military exercises saw 70,000 
troops war-gaming in the Baltic(the Russians could 
annex the Baltic states in 48 hours). First he is waiting 
to see how the Ukraine situation pans out following the 
annexation of Crimea and Russian intervention in the 
eastern part of the country, where we have had a taste 
of the ‘range of means available’. Here a vicious and 

devastating war is being waged which could escalate 
frighteningly at any moment. 

The British Remain in Europe campaign harped 
on about the instability this country would suffer if 
it exited the EU. But a far greater and infinitely more 
dangerous instability arises from staying within this 
reckless, over-ambitious power. Britain’s security 
could be enhanced by the country distancing itself from 
the idiot EU boy poking the bear: we do not want to 
be around when he gets mauled. 

James Monkton is a university lecturer.
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‘fundamental to human existence’ are determined by 
coercion is ‘not a free society’. A frequent retort to this 
logical conclusion is to confuse the issue by claiming 
that in reality freedom is only meaningful if joined to 
some other advantage (such as money). On this basis 
freedom consists of the freedom to do things such as 
buy goods. If someone cannot do that, it is argued, they 
are not free. The book answers that with two arguments, 
both of them effective. The first is in essence logical or, 
viewed another way, grammatical. Freedom consists in 
a lack of coercion. While the inability to acquire goods 
may be unfortunate, and in extreme cases might lead 
to, eg, hunger, it is not the same thing as freedom, that 
is a lack of coercion. Such misfortunes have nothing to 
do with freedom and remedies should be considered by 
the normal political process not by attacking freedom 
as properly understood.

The second argument is practical. The authors show 
that many of the poorest countries in the world are 
those with least freedom and vice versa. Hence the 
implication, often advanced by communist apologists, 
that somehow it is worth giving up a bit of freedom 
to further economic improvement, is without any 
empirical justification. Countries with more freedom 
are in the main richer than those with less. Far from 
having to give up freedom to become richer the 
evidence is that the opposite is true; more freedom is 
likely to result in greater economic success.

Perhaps the best-regarded argument for equality 
is that advanced by the American philosopher, John 
Rawls, in his famous work A Theory of Justice. Based 
on a seemingly innocent assumption, that people in a 
thought experiment are deprived of self-knowledge, 
Rawls shows to his own and, it must be admitted, many 
others’ satisfaction that equality is the ‘natural’ state 
favoured by all. Our authors will have none of this and 

they fasten directly upon the conjuring trick, which 
gives Rawls’ argument such superficial plausibility.

That trick is the lack of self-knowledge and 
appreciation of innate capacity of the participants 
in the thought experiment. This is an impossible 
state of affairs. In the real world self-knowledge and 
self-regard are ubiquitous. It is precisely a feeling of 
innate capacity that leads to the taking of risks, notably 
entrepreneurial risks. Individuals think that they can 
manage things that others cannot. These innate feelings 
may sometimes be wrong. But a moment’s reflection 
must lead to an appreciation that most, possibly all, of 
us have as one of our most fundamental characteristics 
a mental map of where we stand in relation to our 
peers as regards mental capacity, physical prowess, 
sexual attraction and many other attributes. It is one 
of the most basic components of human nature. Rawls’ 
whole edifice is built on sand, since people would not 
be people if they lacked self-knowledge.

The book deals effectively not only with Rawls but 
also with many of the other arguments put forward to 
advance the cause of economic equality. The authors 
speculate, probably correctly, that those advancing 
such arguments first have a moral conviction, a gut 
feeling might be a less elevated way of describing the 
same phenomenon, that economic equality ‘must’ be 
right; unfortunately they discover they cannot find an 
effective proof that this is the case; so they make do 
with what they can find in the way of argument and 
hope bluster will carry the day. Often the most enduring 
characteristic of such people is the bluster.

We who reason differently need not accept what 
often amounts to political and emotional blackmail. We 
can resist it by setting out clearly and moderately why 
such arguments are wrong. Joseph and Sumption have 
provided us with a fine example of how to succeed.

Reputations	—	52
Reg	Prentice	1923-2001
Merrie	Cave

When Lord (always known as Reg) Prentice 
died in 2001, having been knighted by 
Margaret Thatcher and ennobled by John 

Major, I suspect few except political addicts had ever 
have heard of him; certainly the Telegraph’s Obituary 
was perfunctory and written by someone who did not 
appreciate his fine political courage. His biographer 

(Crossing the Floor, Geoff Horn, Manchester 
University Press) attributes this neglect to Prentice’s 
failure to publish his memoirs: When he crossed 
the floor in 1977 from Labour to the Conservatives, 
he became the most high profile politician to do so 
in the post-war period. As a result, in 1979 when 
the Callaghan government faced a motion of no 
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confidence, Prentice’s single vote brought it down, 
ushering in Margaret Thatcher and sending the Labour 
party to the wilderness for eighteen years.

Prentice came from a conservative home with 
ambitious parents who encouraged him to get a 
scholarship to Whitgift (Independent) School in 
Croydon. His father was a skilled craftsman and the 
works manager of a small factory making medical 
instruments. Young Reg’s decision to join the Labour 
party in his teens prompted the usual remark from a 
Conservative parent: ‘when you get older, you’ll know 
better.’ Prentice was always sorry that his father did not 
live long enough to say ‘I told you so’. Quite rightly, 
like many of us, Prentice blamed the Conservative 
party for much of the poverty 
and unemployment in the pre-
war years and was convinced 
that Clement Attlee’s 1945 
programme of social reform 
with a planned economy, a 
welfare state and an end to 
colonialism was right. These 
beliefs were strengthened by 
his service in the army during 
the war. After the war following 
an impeccable Labour career; 
LSE with Harold Laski, 
numerous committees in 
Croydon Borough Council and 
several jobs with the TGWU, 
in 1957 he became the Member 
for Newham East.

B y  t h e  s i x t i e s  a n d 
seventies the political scene 
had changed, Britain faced 
a failing economy and an 
irresponsible and truculent 
trade union movement. Attlee’s 
mixed economy, beset by high 
inflation, was now breaking apart due to low growth 
and led by civil servants with no business experience 
and incapable of running nationalised industries such 
as the British Motor Corporation or British Steel. Even 
leading Conservatives were not much interested in 
the possible solution of the free market, so there was 
very little difference between the policies of the two 
parties – ‘which twin is the Tory’ – went the slogan 
in the sixties. Then came the oil crisis when Ted 
Heath’s government (1970-4) failed to get a grip on 
the economy. The consequent ignominy of the three 
day week, when many had to work by candlelight, 
earned Britain the title of ‘The Sick Man of Europe’. 
All this was why so many people, as a way of possible 
salvation, voted to stay in what was known as the 

Common Market in 1975. 
In 1974 the government took a leftward turn when 

Wilson, seemingly unconcerned about grassroots 
problems, foolishly opened the flood gates by 
allowing extremist groups, even pro-Soviet ones, to 
be affiliated to the Labour party. An ex-communist 
explained, ‘We were told to join the Labour party and 
fiddle from within, and fiddle they did in a number of 
constituencies, attempting to unseat moderate Labour 
MP’s, notably in Newham North East. Wilson, while 
leaving the Left alone, tried to keep himself in power 
by keeping the unions sweet with beer and sandwiches 
at Number 10. The union problem reached its climax 
in the ‘winter of discontent’ 1978-9; when, at one time 

people couldn’t bury their dead, 
leave out their rubbish or light 
the gas stove. 

As a Gaitskellite loyalist, 
Prentice was increasingly 
critical of Wilson’s failure to 
grapple with Britain’s economic 
malaise and his refusal to face 
down extremists. By now 
(1976) he was not bothered 
about his career: ‘I haven’t the 
faintest idea if my job (he was 
then Education Secretary) is in 
danger, but I think the country 
is in danger and it is my job 
to warn them’. He had little 
patience with the soft left NUT 
and their proposed unnecessary 
strikes: he told them to stop 
being ‘so bloody silly’ and to 
stop ‘wasting his time’ while 
addressing many meetings in 
combative terms: ‘Our Labour 
movement was built up by 
honourable men, not by thugs 

who chase their fellow workers across building sites 
with iron bars’. The public agreed with him and sent 
many letters of support. When he accused Scargill and 
McGahey of wrecking the Social Contract between 
government and the unions: ‘the government have kept 
their share of the bargain, the trade unions must not 
welsh on their side’, his fate in Newham was sealed. 
He was deselected by 29 votes to 19 in July 1975 and 
was now faced with standing as an Independent – he 
no longer wished to represent the Labour party, which 
meant his political career would be over at the next 
election.

Prentice always hoped Roy Jenkins and Shirley 
Williams would join him in setting up a Social 
Democratic party but they didn’t have the courage. 
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Roy	Kerridge

What is the link between long roads that 
change their name, traditional music and 
obscure nineteenth century writers? Let 

me explain: this is a stream of consciousness column. 
Ratcliffe Highway, which runs alongside the Thames 
at the former docks, just east of the Tower, was 
once an important and notorious road, mentioned in 
sea shanties. In its day it was a real W W Jacobean 
Sailortown, dotted with nautical establishments both 
useful and naughty. Jamrachs, the animal dealers, had a 
little dock of their own. Not only monkeys and parrots, 
stalwarts of returning sailors up to the nineteen-fifties, 
were sold here. Bears, lions, rhinoceroses and ‘native 
crafts’ could all be found at Jamrach’s. W W Jacobs 

wrote a story about the place, lightly disguised, in 
which his Sailors Three tried to sell Jamrach a Malayan 
friend of theirs, claiming him to be a Wild Man. They 
had not properly worked out how they were going to 
rescue the poor man afterwards, however.

As a boy, I read accounts of Jamrach’s wonderful 
shop in the essays of naturalist Frank Buckland 
(1826-1880). Born too late for Jamrach’s, I discovered 
Palmer’s pet stores in Camdem Town, now itself a 
memory only, where bears and apes could be bought 
over the counter. Frank Buckland wrote thousands of 
essays with not a dud among them. In the good old 
nineteenth century, books about animals and birds 
were often described on the covers as being ‘for the 

Dick Taverne, the MP for Lincoln who had survived 
de-selection by standing as an Independent in a by-
election, asked Jenkins to help launch a new Social 
Democratic party but Jenkins ‘was not ready for the 
‘unpleasantness’ and did not want to be remembered 
as the ‘Welsh Wrecker’. Prentice now received support 
from others, including Frank Chapple, leader of the 
Electrical Trades union, Woodrow Wyatt, Paul Johnson 
and Bernard Levin. Stephen Haseler and Douglas Eden, 
ex-GLC councillors, believed that the Left’s control of 
the Labour party was so solid there had to be a split; 
they set up the Social Democratic Alliance ( a pressure 
group) with Prentice’s backing.

Prentice’s final decision to cross the floor was much 
influenced by his admiration for Margaret Thatcher’s 
robust leadership, She in turn welcomed being advised 
by the SDA on developments within the Labour party 
and the need to attract support from Labour voters. 
These were exciting days for political addicts: many 
meetings were organised in private houses and London 
clubs for Prentice to meet free market apostles from the 
Institute of Economic Affairs and disillusioned Labour 
voters, famous and ordinary, who were convinced that 
a Conservative victory was the only way to bring about 
reform of the Labour party. 

There are important lessons for both Conservatives 
and Labour from the forgotten events of 40 years ago. 
An extremist leader is unlikely to win an election 

and his party might remain in the wilderness unless 
it reforms itself. Labour’s situation now seems much 
worse, for Jeremy Corbyn is far to the left of Michael 
Foot who would never have gone over the heads of 
the Parliamentary Labour Party. A credible, competent 
opposition which can call the government to account is 
essential for a healthy democracy, so the Conservatives 
should not gloat over Labour’s current disarray and 
remember they have a majority which is not by-election 
proof. They should reflect that throughout the 20th 
century, the Left having captured many of our major 
institutions, the BBC, the church, local government, 
the universities, schools; the Conservative Party has 
been more often in office than it has been in power. 

The worth of a person, particularly a leader, is tested 
when he faces serious challenges: Prentice was a 
thoroughly decent Englishman who was not interested 
in his own ambition or reputation if it conflicted with 
the interests of his country. He had a good sense of 
humour and would have been fascinated by the present 
mess in the Labour party. Reg once remarked to me 
that the right values were what mattered in a political 
party and if the party changed then you had to change 
parties. ‘I hope.’ he remarked, ‘I don’t have to change 
again’. Geoff Horn’s biography, ‘Crossing the floor’ 
written in almost impenetrable ‘academese’ familiar to 
many on the left, would provide a salutary lesson for 
every member of today’s Parliamentary Labour Party. 
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ETERNAL	LIFE
Archbishop	Pokemon	of	Lambeth

Is there no wheeze the Church of England won’t 
try, no stunt it will decline, no straw it won’t 
clutch at to halt the precipitous and catastrophic 

decline in its congregations? Sunday attendance has 
halved since 1970. Of course, these shocking figures 
are relentlessly massaged by the boys and girls in C of 
E PR and Marketing PLC. The ‘overall’ numbers are 
not falling, they claim. Look at all these people who 
turn up for dancing classes on Wednesday evenings, 
for weight-watchers three afternoons a week and for 
community thumb-sucking daily. According to the 
authorities, there are so many ‘exciting new ways 
people are finding to do church.’

To ‘do church’ – the phrase says it all. What a 

procession of sheer ridiculousness there has been, 
an infinitude of bottom-of-the-barrel banalities: from 
Bingo to aisle dancing, from the ‘music group’ with 
guitars accompanying ‘worship songs’; and ultimately 
to the liturgical squalor of ‘messy church.’ I say 
ultimately, but today I discover messy church was 
only the penultimate. For here comes something else 
– something blasphemously insane. Clergy have been 
told to exploit the fashion for Pokemon Go as a means 
of increasing their congregations. The craze for hunting 
virtual creatures gives vicars an unprecedented chance 
to ‘meet people from their area who might not normally 
come to church,’ according to the official advice.

And to think, the church that once dealt in ultimate 

sportsman and naturalist’. Animal lovers were usually 
expected to be animal shooters too.

One Buckland essay published in The Field is entitled 
A Shot at the Wild Ducks (1867). Rising at five in the 
morning, Buckland and his friends led by their host 
‘the Squire’, make their way in semi-darkness across 
a country estate to the ponds. There they lie in wait, 
guns at the ready.

‘The darkness was most oppressive, the silence 
almost awful. At last, in the far distance, a loud half-cry, 
half sound, something like a railway engine blowing 
her steam off.

‘Good gracious! What on earth is that?’
‘It is the poachers going home’ whispered Mr Woolley.
‘All right’, I said. ‘It is no poachers, it is the cowboys 

and the labouring lads going out to work; they always 
signal to each other in this manner before sunrise, but 
it is a curious custom.’

Thirty years ago I too rose at five o’clock one 
morning, and made my way into a country estate in 
semi-darkness. First of all, I exchanged startled glances 
with a white deer, then I met a labourer setting out to 
work. He gave a loud whooping ‘hollo’ and from far 
below in the valley came a plaintive reply. In America, 
‘hollo’ became ‘holler’, and now we have a type of 
chant known to Mississippi folk collectors as a ‘field 
holler’. I wonder if holloing and hollering still take 
place today.

I would return to Ratcliffe Highway at this point, 
but the road became so notorious that its name was 

changed. It is now simply called the Highway E1. 
Another grand old road far more respectable than the 
Highway is, or was, Sackville Street in fashionable 
Dublin. It too changed its name to O’Connell Street 
and it too has connections to traditional song. A 
rather precious but interesting writer is Oliver St John 
Gogarty (1878-1957). His autobiography is named 
after an Irish ballad, ‘As I was walking down Sackville 
Street’.

Surviving incongruously into the age of Rock and 
Roll, Gogarty not only had his country mansion burned 
down by Fenians , but took part in the government of the 
Free State – as did Yeats. His sprightly autobiography 
includes a verse or two of an Irish work song. Much 
is made of Negro work songs from America, but Irish 
navvies in England could once be heard singing ballads 
to the rhythm of their rising and falling pickaxes. I 
never expected to hear such songs again in this age of 
the mechanical digger but not long ago I heard them 
sung once more by a lone digger-operator. He bent 
down with the mechanical shovel in imitation of the 
pickaxe strike that marks the end of each line of verse. 
Any Irish pub song can be adapted as a work song in 
England, Ireland or Negro America.

Oliver St John Gogarty, however, quoted a butter-
churning song chanted by a buxom dairymaid as she 
churned.

‘Come butter, come butter, come butter come!
Every lump as big as my bum.’
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reality is now descended into virtual reality.
Vicars are urged to take advantage of passing players 

by offering them drinks and snacks, free charges 
for mobiles with low batteries, and free use of their 
church’s Wifi. They have also been told they should 
download the game themselves, so they can check if 
their church is in use as a Poke Stop likely to attract 
players. PokeStop? Sounds painful.

Am I pulling your leg, making all this up? Have I 
gone mad? Nope. It’s all true. Is your church ‘in use 
as a PokeStop?’ Surely, in 
that phrase, the church has 
achieved its ultimate fatuity. 
But beware the dark side 
of your PokeStop: clergy 
have also been warned that 
Pokemon could be used as 
a grooming device by child 
abusers – or could lead them 
into danger of sex abuse 
allegations. The guidance 
proceeds thus:

‘We all need to be aware that 
this game means that children 
may come into contact with 
people who may present a 
risk. Our first priority as a 
church should be to provide 
a safe place for children and vulnerable adults with 
regards to Pokémon Go.’

So our ‘first priority as a church’ is to provide a 
safe space for Pokemon. Where have I been all these 
years? All my life I have thought that the first priority 
of the church is something else entirely. Obviously, I 
am in need of enlightenment. Indeed enlightenment 
is forthcoming, for the Archbishop of Canterbury 
has appointed a Pokemon Lady by the name of Tallie 
Proud. (Sounds like someone out of Trollope). Proudie 
says, ‘The game has been an overnight sensation with 
millions playing it around the world. Your church 
might be a PokeStop, one of the real life buildings and 
landmarks that players have to visit to get certain items 
they need to play the game. Pokemon Go is therefore 
giving churches around the country a great opportunity 
to meet people from their area who might not normally 
come to church.’

She added, ‘Through the game you will be able to see 
if your church is a PokeStop or a gym. You might also 
spot people standing outside the church on their phones 
who may be playing the game at your PokeStop.’

You know, I truly believed I wasn’t mad when I 
started to write this column, but I am now: crazy, 
bonkers, a gibbering wreck and foaming at the mouth. I 
have been driven to it by the church’s institutionalised 

insanity. We can tolerate a lot of nonsense, but there 
comes a time when we’re overwhelmed and then we 
snap. I have just snapped. I know I have, because, since 
reading this muck, I find I am asking myself certain 
questions such as, Are there differences between high 
church Pokemon and evangelical Pokemon? I’m sure 
there’s a charismatic Pokemon – that lot has been 
doing virtual reality for years. For myself, I would 
prefer, please, an Anglo-Catholic Pokemon with incense 
and bells and, if possible, some nice music. But I don’t 

suppose that is possible, as 
Pokemon wouldn’t sit easily 
alongside Thomas Tallis and 
William Byrd.

I’m sure our more go-ahead 
clergy are already wiggling 
Pokemon lore into their 
sermons. But really, this stuff 
is too important to be left to the 
clergy and their congregations 
alone. It should command 
interest and involvement 
at the highest level. The 
Liturgical Commission, no 
less, should participate and 
lend its renowned expertise, 
creativity and poetic insight 
to give us An Order for the 

Administration of Pokemon. In fact, knowing the 
Commission’s reputation for providing umpteen 
versions of anything and everything, they should 
give us Pokemon Order: Series I, II and III. Pokemon 
intercessions in which we pray for, ‘Pokemon addicts 
not only in this country but among the underprivileged 
people in developing nations.’ We need Pokemon 
versicles with alternative responses. For high days 
and pokey days, we require Proper Pokemon Prefaces. 
And a Pokemon carol service. There should be an 
ecumenical Pokemon Club so that Catholics and 
Protestants can play together for the church that plays 
together stays together. And an Interfaith version open 
to ‘moderate Muslims,’ Jews and Scientologists.

Sorry. I’ve lost it, completely off my trolley. What 
can I do? I know: I’ll get along to Church House and 
ask for a job. They won’t even notice my deranged 
condition. They’re all mad there, aren’t they?

Peter Mullen is a retired Church of England Priest 
and writer.
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ARTS	AND	BOOKS

Keeping	a	Wolfish	Tone	
Jane	Kelly

The Seven: The Lives of the Founding Fathers of 
the Irish Republic, Ruth Dudley Edwards, Oneworld 
Publications, £18.99, 2016.

Ruth Dudley Edwards is no friend of Irish republicanism. 
At a recent debate about the Easter Rising of April 
24th, 1916, up against her caustic remarks the Irish 
ambassador looked as if he was chewing a wasp. Yet 
her book describes in fine, fascinating detail the lives 
of the seven men who led the Rising, now sometimes 
termed ‘the rebellion’. Sentimentality is anathema 
to Edwards but she has produced a delightful roller-
coaster of Irish whimsy, repressed sex, back-biting, 
romantic nationalism, poetry and deadly politics.

Edwards’s group biography brings out the sheer 
unlikeliness, from a modern perspective, that at the 
heart of these seven terrorists were three poets; Patrick 
Pearse, Thomas MacDonagh and Joseph Plunkett. 
Encouraged and often funded by W B Yeats, they 
scraped a living by teaching Irish and publishing 
small, failing literary magazines. In one of the acute 
glimpses she provides of the whole picture, she shows 
the Modernist James Joyce, sneering at their verse, 
calling it ‘weary and foolish,’ despising their insistence 
on the Irish tongue. 

Patrick Pearse is her pièce de résistance. It’s easy to 
laugh at Pearse; in fact it’s become fashionable. Bob 
Geldof had a pop at him in his recent TV documentary 
about the rising, but whatever his failings he led a 
movement, perhaps unique in history, where poetry 
really did change history. Despite her trenchant, no 
nonsense style Edwards does understand the romantic 
soul, and writes well about its complexities. She can 
see what people such as historian Desmond Ryan, saw 
in him; ‘Pearse in his dashing moods struck you as 
quite insane, but ... it was pleasanter to go mad (with 
him) than all the solid sensible folk in the world.’ 
Courageously she goes for his most difficult side, 
the reality underlying all Pearse’s adoration of Irish 
mythical heroes. Her biography of him published in 
1975 was condemned in Ireland because she dared to 
tackle his homoerotic worship of young boys. 

Educational reforms of 1907 removed all restrictions 

on bilingual teaching. With the help of MacDonagh 
he set up St Enda’s school in Dublin, named after a 
fifth century King of Ulster, where teachers would be, 
‘wise and tolerant friend rather than a man of terror,’ 
and children could be ‘constantly reminded that they 
are a separate race from England, that it is a badge of 
slavery for a race to use the language of any other in 
preference to its own.’ Through life at St Enda’s, which 
would have given Ofsted a few headaches, she explores 
the growing split between the Anglo-Irish heritage of 
Yeats and the Young Irish/Gaelic leaguers who wanted 
the main language to be Irish. She patronises them in 
rather the way we might the gluten-free Guardianistas 
of today, and with some rather harsh glee points out 
that, ‘Dialect wars were a feature of the Gaelic League, 
with speakers of Munster Irish the most venomous 
warriors.’ 

They hated men like Ceannt and Pearse who spent 
their holidays in the west, avidly trying to pick up the 
authentic Connacht strain. The ethos of the school 
was taken from what he saw of rural life in the West, 
seen as essentially ‘pure’ and he wanted the children 
to be a mixture of Cúchulainn (the Irish King) and the 
young Jesus, but it also had a progressive side in its 
child-centred approach. Edwards writes that it ‘buzzed 
with excitement, enthusiasm, hope and achievement.’ 
There was of course what we now see as a very dark 
side. Pearse was also fascinated by Wagner’s use of 
Norse mythology to link masculinity, national identity 
and cultural regeneration. There were tensions which 
could not be admitted: ‘Pearse used to kiss the young 
boys,’ wrote one ex-pupil in the 1940s. ‘He tried to 
kiss me but I wouldn’t have it.’

He once claimed in a lecture that the ‘horror of 
comely nakedness was a British imperial invention,’ 
but even MacDonagh and Plunkett had to say 
something when he published a poem extolling a 
child’s soft red mouth and how he longed to kiss it. 
When they explained how people might take it, Pearse 
was mortified. Edwards is subtle in her attempt to find 
the truth, carefully avoiding anachronism. ‘Those 
were innocent times,’ she writes, ‘and Pearse was 
an innocent man.’ He, Mac Diarmadae, Ceannt, and 
Plunkett all had severe mother problems. Jo Plunkett’s 
was perhaps the worst, a cruel domestic tyrant who kept 
her children short of food and clothing and killed their 
pets. As he had severe TB her behaviour nearly killed 
him. He had the best background of the conspirators; 
his father was director of what is now the National 
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Museum of Ireland, a lifelong friend of Oscar Wilde. 
Edwards takes us into that late Victorian household 
of privilege based on property, where children were 
starved physically and emotionally. 

 Perhaps maternal deprivation explains how these 
men became subsumed by what Yeats called, ‘The 
vertigo of self-sacrifice.’ In each case Edwards 
carefully charts their gradual move from passive poetry 
to the politics of violence and the deliberate embracing 
of death. Sean Mac Diarmada, a polio victim, could 
never quite fix on which spelling of his name would 
give the Gaelic authenticity he craved. All these highly 
individuated men craved a cause that would take their 
whole devotion, all wanted to live out a myth and in 
that they were a total success.

Alongside these gay, fey, literary creatures were the 
more flinty types you might expect to lead a bloody 
insurrection; James Connolly, born into dire poverty 
in Scotland, who rejected Church and nationalism 
in favour of Marx, and Tom Clarke, born on the Isle 
of Wight, the son of a British soldier, who plotted 
the overthrow of the British Empire from his tiny 
tobacconist’s on what is now Parnell Street. Clarke’s 
life story could have been written by Conrad. The 
author accuses him of ‘Miltonic hate,’ and being, ‘the 
spider at the centre of the conspiratorial web.’ 

Edwards manages to skilfully link together the 
shifting lives of these men; ‘The Connolly family 
moved to Dublin. At this time, Tom Clarke was about to 
enter his thirteenth year in jail, Pearse was founding the 
National Literary Society, MacDonagh was training for 
the priesthood, Ceannt was studying hard for his school 
exams, Mac Diarmada was struggling to become an 
apprentice teacher and Plunkett was making the best 
of yet another governess.’ 

Her writing captures the strange texture of the past, 
showing how our grandparents thought and behaved; 
the issues, some long dead, which stirred them into 
courage and fanaticism. Her deep understanding of the 
period is obvious as she glides back and forth in time, 
from the Victorian era of Home Rule to Bobby Sands. 
She knows her subject so well that she sometimes 
makes little digs as if she knows the people personally, 
complaining for instance that Clarke went on with 
his revolutionary Fenianism even though Redmond, 
the great parliamentary Home Ruler, had been kind 
enough to visit him in prison. She expects her subjects 
to behave well or she can turn very peevish with them. 

She likes some of the Seven better than others. In 
her school-mistressy way she calls the unhappily 
named Eamonn Ceannt, once plain Mr Kent, ‘the 
least memorable’ of the Proclamation signatories, but 
‘reliable and competent’ as if he was doing the money 
for the local boy scouts. She accuses him of having, 

‘dull leisure pursuits’. Well we can’t all be Wolf Tone. 
He is easy to mock with his temperance beliefs, ‘do not 
drown the shamrock,’ and passion for playing the Irish 
pipes even unasked on railway platforms. She mocks 
his ‘constipated’ style of writing pamphlets. But her 
chapter on his life gives us a glimpse of how pleasant 
life was becoming for lower middle-class, educated 
Dubliners at the time; toying with socialist ideas, 
founding small papers, going to new plays, exploring 
Irish poetry afresh. She takes us to their hearths and 
into their many clubs.

You can see how Edwards must often annoy Irish 
Catholic readers. Her bias is sometimes painful: ‘The 
RIC during the 1880s became reluctantly became 
politicised, for the Land League had exacerbated grain 
strife.’ Being dirt poor is no excuse in her book, but this 
work is so vivid and fair that at its tragic conclusion 
the reader is left with something like real mourning 
for the men described so closely. It is also highly 
entertaining and her footnotes are a joy. Who knew 
that ‘the dear brown white-backed cow,’ was another 
name for Ireland. We learn that Plunkett founded the 
Irish Esperanto Society, and although she loathes them, 
Edwards seems to know all the Fenian, IRB and IRA 
ballads since the 1880s and who wrote them. 

She has produced an intimate work of love and 
hate, much of it her own, as if the Seven were her 
family members gathered around her own tea table, 
and doesn’t she give everyone concerned a wigging. 

A	Genius	of	Indecision

John	Jolliffe

David Astor, A Life in Print, Jeremy Lewis, Johnathan 
Cape, 2016, £25.

In the generally dubious world of the twentieth century 
press (one thinks of Northcliffe, his nephew Cecil 
King, Beaverbrook and above all the appalling Robert 
Maxwell), the Astors, with the Times and the Observer, 
shine out like a rare good deed. One might disagree 
with the Times of Geoffrey Dawson, and the largely 
mythical Cliveden Set, but in general the Astor papers 
behaved seriously and honourably.

After 1945, David Astor, the proprietor’s second 
son, had strong ideas of his own. In his early life he 
had suffered deeply from the conflict between the 
calm, correct but reserved nature of his father and the 
rumbustious Virginian excesses of his mother, one 
of whose better cracks was ‘What you say is very 
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interesting, but I’m not interested.’ (The time was to 
come when David went along for a helpful session with 
Anna Freud every morning before going to the office.) 
He became editor of the Observer after a suitable 
apprenticeship elsewhere, and set about gradually 
making it relevant to a damaged and dangerous Cold 
War World. He was enthusiastic about domestic social 
reform, and the creation of a more just and equal society, 
while hiring bright young sparks on the arts pages, like 
Kenneth Tynan on the theatre, and on the book pages 
his friend Philip Toynbee, who he referred to, perhaps 
ironically, as a genius, though others felt that what he 
had a genius for was getting things wrong. Also on the 
general side he promoted his friend Anthony Sampson, 
who became a household name with his so-called 
Anatomy of Britain. His magazine Drum, however, 
played a crucial part in African affairs, sometimes with 
considerable risks attached, particularly in its brave 
and eventually successful campaign against Apartheid. 
However, Sampson’s complete failure to predict the 
corruption, incompetence and violence of the likes of 
Mugabe seems, with the advantage of hindsight, truly 
remarkable. Others, like Katharine Whitehorn, and 
the infinitely rewarding Bernard Levin, never seemed 
to put a foot wrong. Right or wrong, fair or unfair, 
his new team struck a chord with the thinking post-
war generation, though older hands, like the cynical 
Malcolm Muggeridge, described the Observer acidly 
as ‘that Salvation Army for the ideological drunks and 
bums of our time,’ though this did not stop him from 
contributing to it when occasion arose.

David once summed up his requirements as follows: 
to treat opponents respectfully, and explain them to 
each other; to avoid sentimentalism, to avoid herd 
thinking, to oppose taboos and legends, to cultivate 
scepticism, but without cynicism, to support novelty, 
(as in the case of his friend E F Schumacher, inventor 
of ‘Small is Beautiful’). He proclaimed a belief in 
doubt and hesitation, and loved involving his team in 
long editorial conferences, giving rise to the weary 
conclusion that ‘the Editor’s indecision is final’. 
… daring to pursue an unpopular cause solitarily; 
practising self-criticism, as well as dishing it out to 
everyone else. It is impossible to imagine any of his 
fellow proprietors thinking along those lines.

To sum up, there was something unquestionably and 
deeply admirable about David’s involvement in a role 
which could have no chance of satisfying everybody, 
no doubt including himself, in those pre-TV days 
when newspapers had more importance and profundity 
than they can have today. However, his team were 
soon to discover that his character contained so many 
contradictions, all of them benevolent, that it was no 
good expecting consistency. One example is the trouble 

that arose from the commissioning of Christopher 
Sykes first to write the biography of David’s great 
pre-war friend Adam von Trott, and then of his mother, 
the wayward Nancy Astor. He used his personal wealth 
with endless generosity and thoughtfulness, as when he 
told Arthur Koestler ‘I am always pleased if you show 
any inclination to make use of my friendship’. But it 
gave him little idea of how the rest of the world lived. 
When the meaning of a mortgage was explained to him 
he asked ‘Do you mean to say that most of my staff 
are living in debt?’ And later, when it seemed possible 
that Roy Thomson might acquire The Observer, he 
asked David how much money the paper was making, 
David replied ‘I don’t deal with that side of the paper; 
you’ll have to ask the General Manager’. Isaiah 
Berlin, usually the most generous of commentators, 
went so far as to describe Astor as a ‘poor little rich 
boy’. David was much more than that, but Berlin had 
a point. David’s principle was that while the Sunday 
Times would beat the Observer commercially, his 
moral integrity was such that ‘we will have won the 
battle for which the paper is most heeded.’ It is a fitting 
tribute to his courage and independence that he was 
able to bring this about.

Jeremy Lewis has shown great industry and patience 
in unravelling this remarkable but complex life in all 
its qualities and shortcomings, without hagiography. 
His style is brisk and lively, and it is difficult to see 
how the story could have been told better.

Parrots	can	do	more	
than	talk

Celia	Haddon

The Genius of Birds, Jennifer Ackerman, Corsair, 
2016, £14.99, Are We Smart Enough to Know how 
Smart Animals Are? Frans de Waal, Granta, 2016, 
£14.99.

When Western scrub jays, blue-headed birds of the 
crow family, cache nuts and seeds and worms, are they 
planning for the future? And when they retrieve the 
perishable food like worms, before the non-perishable 
seeds and nuts, are they remembering the shelf life of 
these foods? If so, does that mean they remember when 
they acquired the food, where and when they stashed 
it away, and how long it will last? This interpretation 
of their behaviour would have been dismissed as 
anthropomorphic nonsense until the l980s.
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Scientific etiquette is that animal behaviour should 
never be explained as the exercise of a higher faculty 
if it can be explained by a lower one. For example we 
should assume the jays have a fixed instinctive drive 
to store food and retrieve it by trial and error unless we 
can prove otherwise. This reasonable dictum, however, 
has been interpreted to mean that absence of proof is 
proof of absence. Because we could not investigate 
what was going on in the animal brain, we concluded 
there was nothing much there.

Both these books tell the story of how scientists 
began to break down this assumption. Frans de Waal 
is an eminent primatologist, Jennifer Ackerman is 
bird watcher and science journalist. While decoding 
scientific jargon into language for the general reader, 
both writers show how dumb was the assumption that 
animals were dumb. 

The ‘bird brain’ idea came about because birds do not 
have the neocortex found in all mammals. Therefore, 
it was thought, they could not be as intelligent as 
mammals. True, the avian brain does have a different 
anatomy but it works just like the mammalian one. 
Our brains have Wernicke’s area that controls our 
perception of language; birds have a similar area for 
perceiving song. 

Birds are a good example of how the ‘tree of life’ 
idea, the concept that evolution ranks man highest in 
the scale with animals and birds far below, fails to fit 
the facts. Evolution does not conform to this pattern. 
All animals, including human ones, have as much 
intelligence as they need for survival. This in turn 
means that some species within the same ‘lower’ family 
are going to be far brighter than some species ‘higher’ 
up that imaginary and misleading evolutionary ladder.

Nevertheless, it came as a big surprise to researchers 
when magpies recognised their own image in a mirror. 
This is something that human children cannot do until 
they are at least two years old and for many years it 
was thought beyond the wit of animals. Now we know 
that clever mammals like the great apes, elephants, 
dolphins and orcas can do this too, but nobody believed 
birds were capable of it. Yet magpies passed the test. 
Experimenters painted a red dot on the birds’ throats 
(where the birds themselves could not see it) and two 
out of six magpies tried to scratch it off when they 
looked in the mirror, showing that they recognised the 
reflection as an image of themselves.

This particular experiment is one of many that try to 
see how far animals and birds can measure up to human 
intelligence. We are so fixated on the comparison 
between us and ‘lower’ life, so anxious to claim 
superiority, that for years scientists fiercely resisted 
any attempts to show that animals had emotions, let 
alone thoughts, like ours. Such was their hostility 

that Jaak Panksepp, the famous neuroscientist whose 
research suggests that humans and animals share the 
same emotional systems, could not get funding if the 
word ‘emotion’ was in his grant applications. 

One by one the old assumptions are crumbling. ‘Man 
is a tool-using animal,’ wrote Thomas Carlisle, who 
believed this was one of the skills that separated man 
from beast. Now we know that the great apes use sticks 
to worm out larvae from termite nests or to pick bits out 
of their teeth and they use stones to smash nuts. Animal 
cognition (the academic term for animal intelligence) 
is one of the newest areas of study. In the new research 
laboratories, birds of apparently little brain turn out to 
be toolmakers too.

The most skilled avian technicians are the crow 
family. In New Caledonia, an island between New 
Zealand and Papua, the local crows make tools out 
of sticks and leaves to winkle out maggots and grubs 
from rotten wood. Then they keep the tools with them, 
so that they can use them again. They appear to learn 
how to make tools from observing the adults around 
them. After experimenting for months they finally gain 
the skill to craft a good tool. 

Another mental ability, once thought purely human 
but now grudgingly extended to apes, is understanding 
that other individuals have beliefs and desires different 
from our own, known as ‘theory of mind’. The Eurasian 
jay, the noisy bird with a blue flash on its wings that 
is found in British woodland, pair bonds for life and 
courts his female by giving her gifts. A male presented 
with two treats, wax worms and mealworms, knows 
which his female will prefer, even when it is not the 
same as his own preference. This suggests some insight 
that her individual preference can be different from 
his own.

Furthermore birds have forms of brain development 
that humans entirely lack. Homing pigeons build up a 
map in their mind and then navigate their way back to 
their lofts. They use information from the sun, stars, 
landscape, and weather; they also have a magnetic 
compass allowing them to feed in information from 
the global magnetic fields. Measured against human 
abilities, this isn’t intelligence as we classify it, but for 
all that the skill is impressive. Some birds successfully 
migrate across half the world. The bowerbirds of New 
Zealand artfully assemble elaborate courting areas, 
full of carefully chosen treasures such as flowers, hair 
ribbons and even ballpoint pens, to attract females.

Charles Darwin had no difficulty in believing that 
humans’ mental powers differ from animals’ only in 
degree. He also believed that animals shared emotional 
states similar to humans’ as his book, The Expression of 
Emotions in Animals and Man, made clear. Cognition 
research looks as if it will confirm his belief in the 
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Crowded	Meanings

Scott	Grønmark

former, just as neuroscience is in the process proving 
him correct in the latter. For a general view of this 
change read Frans de Waal’s book; for a close up on 
bird intelligence read The Genius of Birds. Better still 
read both. 

Charles Williams: The Third Inkling, Grevel 
Lindop, Oxford, 2016, £25.

Charles Williams is a writer more read about than 
read. His novels – unlike those by his more illustrious 
fellow Inklings, C S Lewis and J R R Tolkien, have 
never appealed to the general reader, and aren’t really 
suitable for children. I’d long meant to read the seven 
‘spiritual shockers’ he produced between 1930 and 
his death in 1945, so, when I heard that this biography 
was on the way, I downloaded them onto my Kindle 
and set about working my way through them. If that 
sounds like a chore, it proved anything but. The first 
two, in particular, are thoroughly entertaining. In War 
in Heaven and Many Dimensions, bands of goodies – 
including a dashing young duke, an ageing archdeacon, 
the Lord Chief Justice, and Prester John (no, really) 
– battle gangs of witchcraft-practising baddies for 
possession of a sacred item – the Holy Grail in one, the 
Philosopher’s Stone in the other – which, if captured 
by the forces of evil, will spell disaster for the world. 
While Williams’s themes have subsequently become 
commonplace thanks to a host of fantasy/horror 
writers from Dennis Wheatley to J K Rowling, they 
were original for their time. So why didn’t Williams’s 
fiction, admired by the likes of C S Lewis and T S Eliot, 
bring him fame (and money, of which he was always 
chronically short)?

Partly, I suspect, it’s because the writing is too dense, 
the tone too uneven, the characterisation rather wooden, 
and, as Williams’s poetic mentor Alice Meynell put it 
when commenting on his latest batch of poems, ‘the 
meanings are rather crowded’. Williams – whether 
writing poetry or prose – always seems to be trying 
to squeeze too many ideas on to the page. Even so, 
the early books are distinguished by their sheer verve 
and inventiveness, but do they qualify as ‘literature’? 
C S Lewis certainly thought so: he described reading 
The Place of the Lion (the third novel) as ‘one of the 
major literary events of my life.’ Writing about the 

same book, and War in Heaven, T S Eliot was more 
cagey: ‘I have found these two books so exciting that 
I am incapacitated from making any purely literary 
judgment of them.’ When Williams’s penultimate 
novel, Descent into Hell (generally regarded as his 
masterpiece), was rejected by his regular publisher, he 
spent considerable time rewriting and reshaping it. But, 
while it’s better-constructed and more carefully-written 
than his other novels, parts of it remain as impenetrable 
as Finnegans Wake. Despite its opaqueness, its rather 
confusing jumble of themes, and its evident failings 
as a conventional work of fiction, it is nevertheless a 
startlingly original, and troubling novel (it’s genuinely 
frightening, but in a more adult way than earlier works). 
It was fairly well received at the time, but the reviewers 
disappointed Williams by treating it as a conventional 
supernatural thriller, entirely missing what the author 
called (with justification) it ‘unusualness’.

As a man, Williams was as unusual as his books. On 
the surface, his was a conventional early 20th Century 
literary life, except, perhaps, for his childhood. He 
was born into poverty in North London, where his 
father scraped a living writing sentimental stories for 
magazines until increasing blindness forced a move 
to St Albans, where the family ran an unsuccessful 
art materials shop. Charles won a scholarship to the 
local grammar school, and later attended UCL for two 
years until the money ran out. He eventually found 
employment as an editor for the Oxford University 
Press in London. He was a heterosexual High 
Church Anglican, who married and produced one 
psychologically troubled son, with whom he never 
bonded. A workaholic, he spent his spare time writing 
novels and poems, as well as journalism, plays, and 
a variety of works of theology, literary criticism and 
biography. A bit of a leftie, he regularly lectured at adult 
education classes in London. When OUP moved their 
London operations to Oxford during WWII, he became 
an Inkling, and his friend C S Lewis arranged for him to 
deliver lectures on poetry at the university. He was an 
expert on Milton, and his animated lectures, delivered 
with a unique cockney/Hertfordshire accent, were 
apparently mesmerising. As the war ended, Williams 
was being considered for the role of Oxford Professor 
of Poetry, but died before a decision was reached. (The 
University awarded him an honorary degree, but that 
was for his distinguished OUP career rather than for 
his writing: despite its acceptance of him, Williams 
considered Oxford ‘a kind of parody of London’.)

None of this explains why he wrote such startling 
novels, with (for their time) such odd themes. And 
it hardly accounts for the marked originality of his 
teeming imagination. A bout of childhood measles left 
his eyesight severely impaired – he had no depth vision 
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A	Great	Scratching	of	
Backs

James	Monkton

(the first his mother knew of it was when, during a walk 
on open fields at Highgate, the five-year old Charles 
looked towards the familiar public clock which told 
them when it was time to go home, and said, ‘Oh, the 
clock’s gone.’) As his biographer puts it, ‘…his lifelong 
sense that the world could at any moment dissolve 
into a magical realm of sinister unreality or heavenly 
illumination was perhaps founded on a lifetime’s visual 
uncertainty.’ As a teenager, he suffered an unspecified 
mental ‘explosion’, which left him with a permanent 
tremor so pronounced that he always had to be shaved 
by a barber.

Despite being a Christian, he nevertheless became 
an active member of two esoteric ‘magic’ sects – the 
Hermetic Order of the Golden Dawn and the Fellowship 
of the Rosy Cross. If there is an over-arching theme 
in Williams’s works, it’s a fascination with spiritual 
energy, and the role ritual can play in releasing it. 
While remaining sexually faithful to his wife during 
a somewhat troubled marriage, he became addicted 
to mildly sado-masochistic relationships with young 
women ‘followers’, a type of relationship which recurs 
in his novels, minus the erotic undercurrents. While 
these entanglements made him feel guilty, he believed 
that the energy resulting from unrelieved sexual desire 
fed his poetic creativity. He wrote books of theology, 
but some of his views were distinctly eccentric, for 
example, his belief that the sexual act was somehow 
akin to the Mass. He received short shrift when he tried 
this idea out on C S Lewis, who nevertheless admired 
Williams’s theory of ‘the practice of substituted 
love’, whereby one person could supposedly relieve 
another’s anxieties and sorrows by agreeing to feel sad 
or frightened on their behalf, which seems to be what 
everyone who writes for the Guardian does all the time.

As far as Williams is known at all these days, it’s 
because of the cult status his fiction enjoys. My only 
real quibble with Grevel Lindop’s excellent biography 
is that his conviction that Williams was ‘a great poet’ 
leads him to over praise the poems at the expense of 
the novels – as did Williams himself, who saw verse 
as ‘my proper job’. Some of the poetry is interesting, 
certainly, but I tend to side with Philip Larkin, a friend 
of Williams’s at Oxford, who admired the writer’s 
novels and literary criticism, but ‘couldn’t give a fart 
for his poems’. 

Despite never enjoying robust health, he would die 
at the age of 59 from intestinal tuberculosis resulting 
from the unpasteurised milk he drank as a child, 
and despite being a frail, trembling chain-smoker, 
Williams seem to have had a powerful effect on many 
who met him. One Catholic critic who attacked his 
poems as blasphemous, but who later became a friend, 
reported that Williams ‘…came into my own life like a 

thunderbolt.’ A theological college tutor who shared a 
long car journey with the writer one evening reported 
feeling that ‘lightning might flash out from the ends 
of his fingers at any moment.’ After one discussion 
during which an Inkling had expressed a desire to 
burn Williams, C S Lewis half-jokingly described his 
friend as ‘eminently combustible’. One gets the feeling 
that, had he been a wicked man, Williams might have 
become the leader of a sinister sect. Fortunately, he 
appears to have been a genuinely good man. Long after 
their association had ended, one female follower who 
had excused herself from participating in Williams’s 
S&M ‘rituals’ nevertheless said of him: ‘He remains 
the most remarkable and good man I’ve ever met…
He prepared me for recognising strains of goodness 
in people, and the strains in Charles were pure gold.’

Let’s hope this excellent biography leads more readers 
to Williams’s novels: if nothing else, ‘unusualness’ is 
guaranteed. 

The Myth of Meritocracy, Why Working-Class Kids 
Still Get Working-Class Jobs (Provocation Series), 
James Bloodworth, Biteback, 2016 £10.

This short book is the latest title in Biteback’s 
stimulating new polemical ‘Provocations’ series. 
That the series is edited by the frequently insufferable 
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown and the author himself is very 
much a writer of the Left will cause reservations, 
but this punchy and important volume is well worth 
reading as it makes fluorescently clear a fundamental 
failing of political society.

Bloodworth argues that in Britain today most of the 
best jobs go to the offspring of the wealthy. This is 
obvious to anyone willing to resist the very pervasive 
mantra (as peddled by our politicians) that we live in a 
genuine meritocracy. It is ironic that Michael Young’s 
1958 tract The Rise of the Meritocracy has evolved 
from its original intent as a satirical warning into an 
ideological blueprint by which ‘the supposed cranial 
superiority of the new elite was used by the new order 
to justify the gulf between it and wider society’. 

This book’s publication coincided with that of 
Thomas Frank’s Listen, Liberal (and so does not cite 
it). Frank neatly identifies this smug complacency of 
moneyed liberals and their concept of meritocracy: 
they ‘are where they are because they are smart, not 



The Salisbury Review — Autumn 2016 41 Web:  www.salisburyreview.com

because they’ve been born to an earldom’. It is, he adds, 
‘a beautifully self-serving doctrine, entitling them to all 
manner of rewards and status’ because they convince 
themselves that they have earned it on their own merits. 
Some have; plenty of others haven’t. How many of us 
at one time or another have not laboured under an over-
privileged and over-promoted numpty whose limited 
ability in no way justifies their position? Has that not 
been our fate with the governance of Britain over the 
last two decades?

Despite Bloodworth’s antipathy towards it, there 
is something to be said for a good dose of genuine 
meritocracy: it is one of the few ways to contest the 
entrenched, self-perpetuating generations of the so-
called governing classes. Bloodworth shows how the 
Thatcher era (and kudos to her for her ascent) prompted 
Labour into advocating ‘equality of opportunity’ and 
largely abandoning equality of outcome, thereby finally 
embracing the ‘desirability of meritocracy.’ Whereas 
Old Labour had been ‘intent on raising the working 
class as a whole’, New Labour focused on ‘plucking the 
most meritorious from its ranks’. Blair’s modernisation 
of his party turned from socialism to ‘social-ism’ (as he 
cringingly called it) in which the emphasis was all on 
social mobility. That all seems reasonable enough, but 
for it to work there needs to be equality of opportunity. 
Bloodworth convincingly shows that this has been 
decreasing while downward social mobility has been 
increasing. 

Like all successful revolutionary movements, the 
upheaval stops when its benefactors have installed 
themselves in power and the ladders are rapidly 
pulled up, to be lowered again only to the chosen 
few. The cupidity of the status-obsessed Mr and 
Mrs Blair reflects their comfortable political (and 
financial) circles in which their oleaginous chum Peter 
Mandelson crowed that New Labour ‘was intensely 
relaxed about people getting filthy rich’. (In the words 
of Pete Townsend: ‘Meet the new boss: the same as 
the old boss’.) In a revealing passage that exposes the 
extent of the Blairs’ supercilious snobbery and self-
aggrandisement, Bloodworth recounts the occasion 
when ‘two Labour grandees informed the Prime 
Minister that Harold Wilson had sent his children to 
a comprehensive and one had gone on to become a 
headmaster and the other a university professor. “I 
rather hope my sons do better that that!” replied Blair’. 
(Kinnocks, Straws, Benns – there’s no shortage of red 
princes these days.)

Bloodworth is right to identify how family 
connections tie up the best jobs for the most well-off 
families, although he might have made even more 
of the egregious new nepotism. One example from 
many is the Suchet clan. David Suchet (an excellent 

actor) has a brother John who is a leading radio DJ 
and a former TV newsreader; two of his sons are also 
TV newsreaders. Nice work if you can get it. The 
Dimblebys are the BBC’s equivalent. Most of the 
best jobs in media and entertainment are populated 
by those with both family means and connections, 
especially if they are well-known. Julie Burchill calls 
such golden ones ‘Sads’ – Sons and Daughters, clearly 
fame begets fame. A study from 2015 found that ‘over 
twelve times as many of the elite in 2011 came from 
the most privileged backgrounds compared to those 
from the precariat. Just 11 per cent had risen from the 
lowest social class.’

Bloodworth is an astute and faithful observer, but 
the quality of his analysis slips in his discussion 
of schools, where he reverts to tribalism, which 
he otherwise assiduously and admirably eschews. 
Here he apportions most blame for the lack of true 
meritocracy to our education system with its in-built 
advantages of the private sector and grammar schools 
unfairly distorting equal opportunity. Obviously, this 
is a huge issue, encompassing matters of aspiration 
and environment, but private and grammar schools 
do not beggar state ones: with parental support, good 
discipline, common sense leadership and the avoidance 
of disastrous liberal educational theories, state schools 
can thrive (as many do). The reason why actors, 
journalists, musicians and sports people these days 
are likely to come from a private or grammar school 
background is not the form of education itself, but the 
relative wealth of the parents who can afford to buy 
the sports equipment and musical instruments; the 
private lessons to increase skills; and the subsidising 
of unpaid internships and work experience. And why 
wouldn’t they? Of course, having some connections 
doesn’t harm either. 

Bloodworth also offers a passionate and well-directed 
attack against the Left’s preoccupation with identity 
politics. With its focus on ‘rights’ for women, gays and 
ethnic minorities, the Left has neglected the interests 
of ordinary people and overlooked their pathways 
to opportunities. Identity politics can ‘co-exist with 
the corporate boss who makes more in a week than a 
cleaner takes home in a year – as long as the chances 
of being boss are assigned proportionately among 
different ethnic groups, sexualities and genders’. 
The fortunate few can thereby conveniently assuage 
their consciences. Thus, ‘the ultimate aim of identity 
politics is to ‘tune up’ the elite rather than abolish it’. 
No wonder, then, that so many ordinary voters used 
the EU referendum to give our gilded betters a punch 
on the nose.
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The	Supreme	Diarist

James	Snell

John Aubrey: My Own Life, Ruth Scurr, Chatto & 
Windus, 2015, £25.

The art  of biography has undergone many 
transformations over the centuries. Where hagiography 
was once its primary mode, more realistic portraits have 
since become essential to the form. Good biography 
now features praise, damnation and even a complement 
of anecdote, often of little immediate significance, but 
which contains the potential for great illumination. 
Much of the latter development can be traced to the 
writings of John Aubrey, whose pioneering work Brief 
Lives is now justly famous for its masterly and witty 
cultivation of the incidental details which can tell us 
so much about historical figures and yet are often lost 
to posterity by the practices of less assiduous writers.

 As well as redefining biographical writing, Aubrey 
was an innovator in other fields; his works about 
antiquarianism, early archaeology (he was one of the 
first to take an interest in the stones at Avebury) and the 
collection of folk traditions were adventurous. These 
often required the author to travel, and he frequently 
made long walks.

In keeping with this pioneering spirit, Ruth 
Scurr’s biography of Aubrey is unusual. Instead of a 
straightforward narrative, she chooses to tell his story 
more thematically; and rather than studying the man 
from a distance, she immerses herself in his life and 
writings. This remarkable book takes the form of a 
first-person diary.

Because Aubrey’s life was so compulsively social, 
including many significant friendships with the great 
minds of his age, and because he published only one 
book, his ill-considered Miscellanies, which dealt 
with supernatural phenomena in his lifetime, Scurr 
thinks that a narrative biography would fail to capture 
Aubrey’s unique essence. He would sink somewhat to 
the background, a victim of his impressive talent for 
making and retaining friends.

‘If only we had Aubrey’s diary, his modesty, self-
effacement, attention to others would not be such a 
problem. No one gets crowded out of his or her own 
diary.’ When rendered in the form of a diary, the 
litany of Aubrey’s meetings and correspondence with 
friends, his endless time debating in coffee houses, 
and his association with the Royal Society are cast in 
a very different light. Rather than a bit player in all of 

these vignettes, he is the thread which binds them all 
together; Scurr creates the narrative centrality Aubrey 
deserves with no literary contrivance. 

This book follows Aubrey from cradle to grave, 
documenting whom he met, where he travelled, and 
what he wrote – works concerning natural history, the 
theory of education, and remarkably thorough surveys 
of Wiltshire and Surrey, in addition to two plays, only 
one of which survives. Rather than being a background 
character, Aubrey the man is brought to the forefront. 
He is portrayed as energetic, intellectually curious and 
genuinely concerned about and protective of history 
in its broadest aspects. He hunts after private papers, 
trying to prevent them from falling into cooks’ fires; 
he has his writings sent to those who could best look 
after them in his troubled era; and he has copies and 
drawings made, sometimes undertaken personally, of 
inscriptions, monuments and artefacts.

Scurr brings all of this to life, and she does so in 
a lively, humane way. Aubrey’s worries are made 
manifest, especially regarding the fate of his many 
unfinished books. His legal travails are communicated 
in noteworthy, but not oppressive, detail. The 
foundation for this book is not, at heart, invention 
(though it is truly inventive and original in design); 
instead, the raw material of the book is drawn primarily 
from Aubrey’s own words. For one who has read 
an edition of his Brief Lives, to see elements of that 
work appear throughout this one, in descriptions of 
individuals and the times in which they lived, may at 
first appear disconcerting. But it is like being greeted 
by an especially witty collection of old friends, and 
Aubrey, with his impressive sociability, may well 
have liked it. 

His friendship with Anthony Wood, a historian of 
Oxford University, defined Aubrey’s life and he did a 
lot of work for him. While Scurr does not catch Wood’s 
noted prickliness – Oliver Lawson Dick describes 
how, as ‘[a]n Oxford don, vain, touchy, spiteful and 
lacking in every social grace, he was impertinent to 
his superiors, rude to his equals, overbearing to his 
juniors, ungrateful to his benefactors and unbearable 
to his family’. And the criticism of an erstwhile 
acquaintance was characterised as ‘words as ugly as 
his face’ – that is ultimately unimportant. In many 
ways this is communicated through the bare facts of 
Aubrey’s association with Wood, who tasked him with 
much in pursuit of the latter’s Athenae Oxonienses, a 
history of the writers and clergymen associated with 
Oxford University.

Unceasing in his demands for information on past 
potentiaries, Wood was unwilling to obey Aubrey’s 
requests about his manuscripts, many of which he had 
lodged with Wood for safekeeping. Scurr’s Aubrey 
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Waiter	there’s	polonium	in	
my	tea

Martin	Dewhurst

issues many plaintive wishes for ‘Mr Wood’ to answer 
his letters or to return this or that book; this continual, 
if low level, disagreement eventually boils over when 
Wood is charged with libelling the Earl of Clarendon 
and accuses Aubrey of supplying the troublesome 
passage. (The fact that the latter did – though, pace 
Scurr, he never meant for it to be included in the book 
proper – is almost beside the point.)

One thing Aubrey’s modern readers can thank 
Wood for, however, is his part in the genesis of what 
became Brief Lives. Without Aubrey’s pursuit of the 
biographical information of former Oxford men, he 
might not have had the impetus to begin a collation 
of such stories as he or his friends remembered about 
famous figures more broadly. In a way, this unpleasant 
(or at the least excessively demanding) task had its 
own – though doubtless unintended – rewards.

Another great lifelong friend was Thomas Hobbes. 
The great political theorist first met Aubrey when 
his future biographer was a schoolboy. Scurr records 
the significance of the moment with beautiful 
understatement. As her Aubrey returns home from that 
first meeting, he reflects: ‘I have invited Mr Hobbes to 
meet my family tomorrow. He says he will come. He 
will stay in Malmesbury for a week or so. Something 
has happened to me and more will happen to me. This 
meeting seems an end to my loneliness.’

The ensuing friendship provided a counterpoint to 
that between Aubrey and Wood. Friendships of this sort 
defined Aubrey’s life and his work for, as a man who 
suffered greatly from legal battles over property, he was 
always in need of money and lodging. Scurr peppers 
the latter portions of the book with notes received about 
the loans received by Aubrey.

Through his long-standing work with the Royal 
Society, as well as his friendship with many men more 
famous than he, John Aubrey could continue to be 
known more as a social animal than as a personality 
in his own right. He could be reduced to the sum of 
his friendships (Anthony Powell’s biography is called 
John Aubrey and His Friends). In this book, though 
the social aspect is never far away; the reader is given 
an insight into the personal, after the meetings and 
the conversations finished, Aubrey engaged in the 
necessarily solitary work of reading and writing. 
These largely unglamorous pursuits, sometimes the 
stuff of footnotes are vividly brought to life in Scurr’s 
biography. Hers is an ingenious book, providing 
valuable insights into a figure of real interest; it is also 
wise, containing real empathy for Aubrey’s sometimes 
unfocused and rather erratic brilliance. 

A Very Expensive Poison: The Definitive Story of 
the Murder of Litvinenko and Russia’s War with 
the West. Luke Harding, Guardian Books and Faber 
and Faber, 2016, £12.99.

Russia is traditionally regarded by experts as a ‘low-
trust’ country, with the exception of the excessive trust 
placed by most of the population in its supreme ruler, 
whether tsar (but not his boyars), emperor, empress, 
General Secretary or President – any of them could 
literally get away with murder. Why then did Alexander 
Litvinenko, one of the few intrepid Russian fighters 
against criminality, especially corruption (he was never 
a spy), in his motherland, apparently place so much 
trust in a person like Andrei Lugovoi, one of the two 
men most closely involved in the attempts to murder 
him with highly radioactive polonium in London ten 
years ago, fifteen years after the collapse of Soviet 
Communism?

Luke Harding’s gripping account of Litvinenko’s life 
and work, especially after he arrived in the UK in 2000, 
supersedes (but does not render redundant) earlier 
books about this exceptional and idealistic character. 
Apart from demonstrating Harding’s skill as a writer, 
the text benefits from his attendance and observations 
at the Inquiry into this murder and from his subsequent 
careful reading of the major parts of the proceedings 
that were held in open court. Whether any or all of the 
information released during the closed sessions of the 
Hearings will be revealed in our and Putin’s lifetimes 
is uncertain, but it may not be wishful thinking to hope 
that this information is being used, when circumstances 
would benefit from it, in current Western negotiations 
with the Kremlin. It is clear from this account, and from 
the official Inquiry, that, on the balance of probabilities, 
this murder could not have taken place without Putin’s 
direct knowledge and silent approval.

Westerners should never forget that the Russian 
language has two very different words for ‘truth’ and 
two very different words for ‘lies’, so these concepts 
are split for people who think in Russian in ways that 
they are not in, say, English. It’s not surprising for 
the initiated that, as Harding points out, the charming 
young post-modernist (or perhaps post-post-modernist) 
lady who is the head of the Kremlin’s main foreign 
propaganda channel, RT, claims that there is no such 
thing as the truth, merely a number of competing 
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‘narratives’, of which the current official Russian one 
is, of course, the best. How can one know, if one is 
able to think only in English, whether she – or Putin, 
for that matter – is sincere, dim, or just a fairly good 
actor and professional cynic? If you think in Russian, 
this question doesn’t really arise in quite the same way.

This problem was always in my mind as I read 
Harding’s brilliant monograph. How could Litvinenko, 
a very intelligent, very professional security service 
officer, trust a character like Lugovoi to the extent 
that he apparently did? Here I should disclose that I 
am not the MI6 officer, mentioned several times by 
Harding, who used the cover name ‘Martin’ in his 
interaction with Litvinenko, but I did first meet him 
(Litvinenko) not long after he turned up, expected 
by nobody, in England on 1 November, 2000 – an 
invaluable millennium gift for this country. Over the 
next few years I received scores of emails from him 
and met him periodically, including three occasions 
after the killing in Moscow of one of his (and my, as 
it happens) good friends, the investigative journalist 
Anna Politkovskaya. I had, inter alia, interpreted for 
her three times at the Edinburgh Book Festival the 
previous year) and before his final poisoning (on 1 
November that year, exactly six years after his arrival in 
this country). For the last decade I have had a nagging, 
guilty feeling that I might have been distressed, tactless 
enough to try to comfort the distraught Litvinenko by 
telling him what I genuinely believed: that at least 
he was now safe for another year or two, because 
‘they’ wouldn’t dare to finish off one of Anna’s close 
and trusted friends in the near future – it would look 
too obviously suspicious. Unholy simplicity on my 
part – and perhaps on his and other people’s part as 
well. He had other good informants still living in 
Russia who might now become even more active 
after Politkovskaya’s horrendous death. (One of the 
leitmotifs of this book is the over-frequent attempts 
by various people in Russia, including Putin, and also 
by certain notorious Putinite fellow-travellers in the 
West, to play down Litvinenko’s importance, claiming 
that he was merely ‘small fry’ without access to high-
grade classified information.) They were, and some 
still are, protesting a little too much. But might this 
new situation in October 2006 have made Litvinenko 
feel that he could risk taking a few sips of the poisoned 
tea a few days later in the Pine Bar of the Millennium 
Hotel? 

Perhaps Harding could have brought out more 
clearly that, unlike in other parts of this hotel, for 
some reason there were no CCTV cameras in the Pine 
Bar, as Lugovoi, unlike Litvinenko, who had never 
been in this hotel before, could have himself checked 
out or been told by one of his controllers. Moreover, 

Lugovoi was later caught out lying by claiming both 
that it was Litvinenko who insisted for some reason on 
meeting him that day and that it was Litvinenko who 
chose their meeting-place in the Millennium. Retrieved 
telephone conversations prove that it was all the other 
way round. Incidentally, Sir Robert Owen, the judge 
at the Inquiry into Litvinenko’s murder, came to the 
conclusion that both Lugovoi and his sidekick Kovtun 
(the other main suspect) both committed the murder, 
but I rather doubt that each of them slipped some 
polonium into his teapot. As there was no CCTV in 
the bar, how is it possible to know which of the two 
did it? Perhaps Lugovoi was ‘only’ an accessory to the 
murder, actually committed by Kovtun (in exchange 
for a flat in Moscow)? (Naturally, Lugovoi and Kovtun 
just might have been told that the ‘very expensive 
poison’ would ‘only’ maim, but not kill, Litvinenko. 
Incidentally, the only source for Kovtun’s alleged 
mention in Hamburg of the ‘very expensive poison’, 
an unnamed Italian, declined to testify in person at the 
Inquiry in London.) We can only hope that an even 
more ‘definitive’ account of this heinous crime will 
be published, if only in a post-Putin era.

This is not a story only about the past. It has 
even more recent echoes. The high-profile Russian 
opposition politician Boris Nemtsov’s ‘take’ on Putin 
was similar to, if not identical with, Litvinenko’s. Four 
days before his murder last year, just a stone’s throw 
from the Kremlin, Nemtsov said in an interview to the 
Financial Times: ‘He [Putin] is a totally amoral human 
being. Totally amoral. He is a Leviathan.’ ‘Putin is 
very dangerous. He is more dangerous than the Soviets 
were. In the Soviet Union, there was at least a system, 
and decisions were taken by the politburo. Decisions 
about war, decisions to kill people, were not taken by 
Brezhnev alone, or Andropov either. But that’s how it 
works now.’ After this murder, Putin disappeared from 
public view for over a week.

Harding’s enthralling book succeeds in putting this 
tragedy in its context. He makes a good case for calling 
present-day Russia a Mafia State, is far from convinced 
that the Cold War is definitively over, and covers 
other mysterious deaths – Magnitsky’s, Berezovsky’s, 
Perepilichny’s, Nemtsov’s – as well as the illegal 
annexation of Crimea and the Russian instigation of 
war elsewhere in Ukraine. There are other criminal 
regimes in the world, but Russia is the only one with 
an abundance of nuclear weapons. If Litvinenko’s 
warnings are heeded now and in the future, his death 
will not have been in vain.
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The	Perpetual	Fall	of	the	
Serenissima	

Michael	Simison

Venice: A Literary Guide for Travellers, Marie-José 
Gransard, I B Taurus, 2016, £16.90.

Who clipped the lion’s wings
And flea’d his rump and pared his claws?
Thought Burbank, meditating on 
Time’s ruins, and the seven laws. 

‘Burbank with a Baedeker: Bleistein with a Cigar’ – 
T S Eliot, 1920

There is no doubting who Eliot’s anti-Semitic Burbank 
blames for the fall of Venice. It was, of course, the 
Jews who clipped St. Mark’s lion’s famous wings. The 
first ghetto the world had ever seen was established in 
Venice in 1516, for, whilst the Venetians and her Doge 
may have been sceptical of the Jews, they valued their 
trade, and trade was Venice’s raison d’être. It was 
trade alongside naval power, which explained why a 
barely inhabitable smattering of islands surrounded by 
swampland became a beacon for beauty and culture, 
riches and vices. 

Yet, from the fifteenth century, Venice was thought 
to be in decline. Its naval power waned and its pre-
eminence as a trading centre of Europe with access to 
the world slipped away as new routes were discovered 
and superior ships built. Following the fall of the 
Venetian Republic to Napoleon and his looting of 
Venice’s greatest treasures, alongside intermittent 
occupation by the Austrians, it seemed that the Serene 
Republic had hit the bottom. Burbank, oblivious to 
reality and blinded by prejudice, thought the cause 
was obvious. 

What is curious in Marie-José Gransard’s literary 
journey through Venice is that the same themes 
appear time and time again. Melancholy, morbidity, 
and decline occasionally tempered by affection and 
joy. Indeed, it is not uncommon for one person to 
have wildly varying impressions of Venice. When 
Tchaikovsky first visited in 1877 and was completing 
the second act of Eugene Onegin, he wrote to his 
brother: ‘I must tell you that I find Venice unbearable. 
There is something awful, disgusting which I will never 
get used to’. Needless to say, he did get used to it. On 
his last visit, in 1881, he recorded: ‘This time I love 
Venice. Today, having got up, I opened the window and 
the day seemed to me wonderful, the air was balmy 

and caressing’.
Nevertheless, there is the ever-present belief that the 

once Serene Republic of Northern Italy is in decline. It 
is a narrative that can easily be applied to Venice today. 
The tourists continue to flock there, many imported 
on impossibly large cruise ships which navigate their 
way slowly down the Guidecca Canal and one can 
sometimes get the feeling that Venice is now as much 
a city as a Disneyland is. The tall sun-stained buildings 
which loom down over streets little more than two-feet 
wide and the crumbling palazzos which front on to the 
Grand Canal could be little more than sets. 

It is not uncommon now to see Asian couples 
disembarking from a boat in their nuptial finery. Having 
been married in their home countries they travel 
thousands of miles with wedding dresses and suits to 
have their marital photographs taken outside one of 
Venice’s grand churches. It is peculiarly symbolic that 
it is a place seen by many as a quasi-fairytale backdrop 
to their photographs rather than as a living city. It seems 
that it has been hollowed out and only the superficial 
elements still remain. As is common in Mediterranean 
Catholic countries, there are often covered recesses in 
walls in which a statuette of Our Lady is placed. In one 
such Venetian recess near the Cannaregio area there is 
instead a figure of Donald Duck made of Lego: the final 
triumph of globalised greed over civilisation. 

Yet, however convincing this modern case for decline 
is, similar claims have been made for centuries. This 
is what makes Gransard’s Literary Guide to Venice 
so fascinating. It is not just a compendium of novels 
that feature Venice but a catalogue of what writers, 
artists, musicians, and men of letters thought about 
it. Although, on occasion, it does seem to jump from 
one figure to another in a slightly staccato fashion, 
the chapters are well organised thematically and the 
anecdotes and stories Gransard recounts more than 
compensate for the odd mildly abrupt passage. It is 
replete in its history, literature and erudition. 

Just as tourists in their masses are widely criticised 
for spoiling Venice now, John Ruskin, a man who loved 
Venice so much that he was described after his death 
as having been ‘English by birth, Venetian by heart’, 
bemoaned their influx in the late 1800s:

‘I have said that the crowds of travellers of 
different nations, who have lately inundated Italy, 
have not yet deprived the city of Venice of much 
of its original character, although its change of 
government and withering prosperity had brought the 
shade of melancholy upon its beauty which is rapidly 
increasing’. 

In a similarly modern concern, one of the most 
famous and enduringly popular English tourists to visit, 
Lord Byron, wrote in Ode to Venice of his concern 
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about the city doomed to sink: 
O Venice! Venice! When thy marble walls
Are level with the waters, there shall be
A cry of nations o’er thy sunken walls,
A loud lament along the sweeping sea!

Edward Lear complained of Venice’s ‘stinking 
canals’ and D H Lawrence spent a week there in 
October 1920 and was not impressed by its charms, 
instead commenting on its dirt, both literal and 
metaphorical:

Whereas at Venice
Abhorrent, green, slippery city
Whose Doges were old, and had ancient eyes.

Venice had long maintained a reputation as city rich 
in vices. It was a place of liberal laws and tolerant 
of certain acts which other European countries 
condemned. For the young men visiting on their ‘Grand 
Tour’, the forbidden fruits on offer must have seemed 
remarkable in their variety. Additionally, its carnival in 
which all wore elaborate masks allowed various illicit 
deeds to be undertaken in complete anonymity. Even 
in the fourteenth century, Giovanni Boccaccio stated 
in his most famous work, The Decameron, that Venice 
is ‘the city that embraces all evil.’ 

Alongside the vice in Venice, the macabre is a 
recurrent theme both in fiction and in life. Henry 
James spent a considerable amount of time in the city 
and he became close to a fellow American and writer 
of fiction, Constance Fenimore Woolson. In 1894 she 
committed suicide, throwing herself from a window 
into the street below. It is suggested that her depression 
was rooted in James’s reluctance for a closer and 
more romantic relationship. Three months after her 
death, James returned to Venice in order to sort out 
her belongings and, as well as burning all his letters 
to her, he felt the need to destroy her clothes as well. 
He instructed his gondolier to row out to the furthest 
and deepest part of the lagoon and then attempted 
to drown all of Woolson’s dresses and underclothes. 
Some items refused to sink, inflating instead ‘like vast 
black balloons’. Such themes of death are peculiarly 
common to Venice. It is a city as rich in architecture 
and imagination as it is in man’s basest desires and 
miseries. 

Yet, for all its dark history, faults and the modern 
irritations of tourism, it is still one the most remarkable 
places which ever flourished on Earth. Gransard does 
not just deal with Venice’s famous guests and patrons 
but also with those who are relatively unheard of today. 
One of these is the Russian political exile and publicist, 
Alexander Herzen, who wrote the timeless words: 

Venice is the most magnificent and absurd conceit. 
To build a city in one place where it would seem 

impossible is already madness enough, but to erect 
the most elegant and grandiose city which ever 
existed is the madness of genius. 

The Secret Poisoner: A Century of Murder, Linda 
Stratmann, Yale University Press, 2016, £20.

I have never met anyone who was uninterested in 
murder, and murder by secret poisoning seems to be 
particularly fascinating – as well as horrible. As late 
as 1954, Professor Glaister, in his book The Power 
of Poison, repeats the old saw about the peculiar 
awfulness of murder by poison and De Quincey, in 
his famous essay Murder Considered as One of the 
Fine Arts excludes it from the type of murder he 
admires, denouncing it as sneaky and un-English. This 
is perhaps because it is so one-sided: it gives what 
F Tennyson-Jesse called the murderee no chance to turn 
the tables on the perpetrator, as if murder were intended 
to be a sporting contest of uncertain outcome. In his 
essay The Decline of the English Murder, however, 
George Orwell restored poison to its place of honour 
among methods of unlawful killing. For readers, it was 
ever a favourite.

In this book, the author, an expert on Victorian crime 
and herself a crime novelist, demonstrates – if ever it 
needed demonstration – that murder by poison was 
never un-English: on the contrary, it was a favoured 
way of disposing of unwanted or inconvenient children, 
spouses or even friends. Sometimes it seems to have 
been indulged in for the sheer pleasure of it, or from 
what Coleridge called unmotivated malice. And we 
shall never know just how many poisonings went 
undetected, for at a time when forensic science was 
undeveloped, medical diagnosis primitive and untimely 
death from a wide variety of causes commonplace, it 
was easy to get away with murder.

For most of the century, arsenic was the toxic 
weapon of choice, but it was also the first poison to be 
even semi-reliably detectable after death. The author 
describes the implicit duel of wits between poisoners 
and the scientists who tried to detect their activities 
and also between the latter and defence lawyers who 
would think up ingenious and recherché explanations 
for the presence of poison in the body of the deceased. 
Although this resulted in some of the guilty going 
free, it also acted as a spur to further research and 
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concentrated the minds of forensic chemists and other 
scientists. Incidentally, this duel between scientific 
expert witness and defence lawyer continues. I have 
attended trials in which clearly speculative and 
usually specious explanations of the presence of fatal 
concentrations of drugs used as poisons have been 
advanced to raise doubt in the minds of the jury. What, 
after all, is reasonable doubt? One chance in a million? 
One in a thousand? And usually an expert can be found 
to support an arcane theory.

In her book, the author recounts some of the best-
known or notorious cases of the nineteenth century, 
for example that of Dr William Palmer, the Prince 
of Poisoners, who, always in need of money to pay 
gambling debts, poisoned his friend, William Parsons 
Cook, with strychnine, as well as his own wife with 
antimony and his children with poisons unknown. 
Robert Graves wrote a novel about Palmer claiming 
his innocence, They Hanged My Saintly Billy, which is 
what his mother, Mrs Palmer, is said to have exclaimed 
on hearing of his execution before a huge crowd in front 
of Stafford Gaol, despite the fact that her supposedly 
saintly Billy had beyond all possible doubt repeatedly 
forged her signature as guarantor for very large loans. 
Love is blind, and maternal love perhaps the blindest 
of all, but on a recent visit to Rugely, Palmer’s native 
town, I discovered that he is still commemorated in 
pubs there, perhaps for lack of anything else local to 
commemorate.

More interestingly for the aficionado, perhaps, 
Stratmann has done a lot of research in local archives 
and newspapers to resurrect cases just as startling 
as the better-known ones which, in the days before 
the electronic media were familiar to every British 
household. There is the now-forgotten case of Jane 
Wooler who appears to have been slowly poisoned 
with arsenic, the diagnosis long suspected by her 
medical attendants who, however, refrained from 
making their suspicions known until it was too late. 

One obvious candidate for poisoner was her husband, 
an upper-middle class man whom it would have been 
professional suicide for the doctors to accuse without 
proof, which they never had. He was eventually tried 
for the murder of his wife but acquitted for lack of 
evidence, and the case remains unsolved to this day, 
though Stratmann suggests plausibly enough that it 
was the servant Ann Taylor who was responsible, 
acting perhaps from a desire to replace Mrs Wooler in 
Mr Wooler’s affections. If indeed it was she, her ploy 
was unsuccessful, as she remained Wooler’s servant 
until his death. She took her secret to her grave, if there 
were any secret to take, more than forty years later. 

Deliberate poisoning caused something of a moral 
panic in Victorian England, as well it might. Servants, 
wives and husbands were the most frequently accused, 
and there was no way of knowing how often they got 
away with it. They often had the motive and always 
had the opportunity. The publicity given to poisoning 
cases as literacy spread and the newspapers became 
cheaper gave the impression that there was an epidemic 
of secret poisoning. In fact, most poisonings were 
accidental: the Victorian environment was impregnated 
with arsenic, which was even a drug of abuse, used as a 
stimulant, but somehow accidents, however prevalent, 
do not frighten in the same way as deliberate acts, 
however rare. You cannot get people to think less about 
terrorism because they are many times more likely to 
die of a stroke. 

This is an excellent account of the phenomenon of 
deliberate poisoning in the nineteenth century and 
of the attempts to counter it by forensic science and 
regulatory legislation on sales of poison. It seems to run 
a little out of steam in the later chapters, as if the author 
were tired of her own project, or perhaps because the 
forensic science of the end of the period had become 
more assured. But there is much for everyone interested 
in Victorian murder and its detection.  

FILM
The	Carry	On	films

Mark	Watterson

What would you name as the most quintessentially 
English series of films of the last century, perennially 
popular and appearing on our screens every 
Christmas? The ghost stories of M R James or the 

26 Bond titles? There can only be one candidate: 
that rackety cornucopia of seaside humour, slapstick, 
innuendo and sauciness made up of the thirty-one 
low-budget films released between 1958 and 1992 
under the Carry On moniker.

Few institutions, the armed forces, health service, 
schools, police, were spared their gleeful attention; 
few genres, from historical epic to Hammer 
Horror, escaped their anarchic parodies. Carry 
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On’s traditional mixture of old farcical situations, 
well-worn jokes and comic postcard characters 
proved a hit from the start. The first offering, Carry 
on Sergeant (‘You’re rank?’ ‘That’s a matter of 
opinion!’) was 3rd top grossing film in 1958; Carry 
on Nurse, the following year, number one at the box 
office. ‘Good, vulgar, music-hall fun’, claimed the 
critic Dilys Powell; certainly a winning recipe that 
was kept simmering for nearly two decades.

Most have agreed with Penelope Gilliat that, ‘There 
is probably no way of passing on to anyone outside 
this country the English satisfaction in rotten puns, 
schoolboy squelches 
and blue innuendos’ – 
although this overlooks 
the fact that, apart from 
France, the films have 
enjoyed significant 
international success.)

C a m b e r  S a n d s 
standing in for the 
S a h a r a ;  C o b h a m 
Common the plains of 
Arizona; Snowdonia as 
the Kyber Pass – such 
budget restrictions give 
the films an endearing 
amateur quality. While 
the art-house crowd 
may have looked down their noses, a perceptive 
reviewer noted that, ‘the effect is not at all that 
easy to achieve, and one should not be misled by 
the simplicity of the humour into thinking any fool 
could do it.’ Indeed producer Peter Rodger, director 
Gerald Thomas, writers Norman Hudis and Talbert 
Rothwell, as well as the technicians and the majority 
of the actors, were veterans of stage and screen. 
Filming was limited to six weeks; second takes were 
the exception.

A nucleus of familiar faces and characters formed, 
which the public came to expect to behave in 
predictable ways. Linchpin for many of the films 
and head of the family was undoubtedly Sid James, 
crumpled face and lecherous laugh. Alongside him 
the flaring nostrils of Kenneth Williams, the curves 
of Barbara Windsor, the fey brittleness of Charles 
Hawtrey (‘The Man who was Private Widdle’), 
the matronly gaze of Hattie Jacques – a team who 
interplayed with sparkle and precision.

Throughout the sixties Carry On continued its 
disorderly march through the institutions, hospitals 
a speciality, easy targets within the experience of 
most people and affectionately pilloried. Further 
from home the Foreign Legion, the Wild West, and 

classical Rome (‘Infamy! Infamy! They’ve all got 
it in fer me!’), were all cheerfully ridiculed. The 
humour was bawdy and rude, but never really dirty.

(After reviewing Carry On Teacher, The British 
Board of Film Classification decreed that ‘Miss 
Allcock’, ‘should be pronounced with an equal 
stress on each of the two syllables’.) The films kept 
faith with their public and there was appeal in their 
predictability. Carry on up the Kyber (the Third 
Foot and Mouth battling the rampaging Burpas) and 
Carry on Camping (‘I don’t think Barbara Windsor’s 
right breast is going to corrupt the country’ – 

the BBFC again) are 
generally considered 
amongst the best.

By the early seventies 
however, a number of 
familiar faces had died 
or stood down. There 
was also a change in 
public taste. Carry On’s 
familiar cheeky and 
titillating humour, never 
too rude or offensive, 
was becoming dated. 
Its innocent vulgarity 
could not compete with 
more blatantly sexual 
fare. A spirited fight 

back in the form of Carry On Emmanuel, the 
nose cone of Concorde being used to suggestive 
effect, was not a total success, too crude for family 
audiences. Things came to an end with a vapid Carry 
on England in 1976. Carry on Columbus fourteen 
years later was a misguided attempt at resurrecting 
the series 

Reviewing Carry On Spying the Guardian sniffily 
dismissed it as ‘pretty funny if you’re in a really 
undemanding mood’. This comment rather seems 
to miss the point, or make it in an unintended 
way. Whoever approached a Carry On film in a 
demanding mood? The films never took themselves 
seriously and rarely tackled topical issues. When 
Carry On at your Convenience (W C Boggs and 
Son) poked fun at trade unions, it was the first box 
office flop, unwisely alienating a large proportion 
of its natural audience.

Carry On at its best is a rumbustious prelapsarian 
world unfettered by political correctness and happily 
oblivious to trampling on sensitivities (the Lubidubi 
tribe of ladies from Aphrodisia anyone?). Sid James 
defined the films as ‘a bizarre series of humorous 
events strung together by happy accidents’. They 
were, and remain, blissfully undemanding.
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IN	SHORT
Jeremy Hutchinson’s Case Histories, Thomas Grant; 
John Murray, 2016, hb £25, pb £9.99.

Jeremy Hutchinson’s Case Histories, a thoroughly 
enjoyable read, is written by Thomas Grant QC with 
Hutchinson – now 101 – closely involved in the 
process. It is not only a list of curious cases but also a 
social history of Britain from the 1960s to the 1980s. 
Many of Hutchinson’s exploits are included. He 
defended Blake and Vassall charged with spying for the 
Soviet Union; Christine Keeler over the repercussions 
of the Profumo scandal; Penguin in the Lady Chatterley 
case, and Jonathan Aitken against the Official Secrets 
Act. He also fought against the puritan philistinism of 
Mary Whitehouse and her acolytes. 

Case Histories, demonstrates the constitutional 
underpinnings of English Law as it should be, as 
well as Hutchinson’s respect for a system where the 
subject’s liberty is central and dependent on the fairness 
embodied in Common Law and trial by jury.  The 
book ends with a striking postscript by Hutchinson 
on this theme. He writes that the book’s celebration of 
the English legal system risks being a valediction; ‘a 
goodbye to an era now seemingly long gone’.

This government’s hollowing out of the bar has 
meant that the ancient principle that all should be 
entitled to advocacy of the highest order lies in tatters. 
As a consequence of this the ability of the courts 
to function is considerably impaired. Tony Blair’s 
decision a decade ago to abolish the 800-year-old office 
of Lord Chancellor further damaged the rule of law. Liz 
Truss, the new appointment to the role, emphasises the 
damage, which Blair inflicted on the Constitution. In 
the past the Lord Chancellor could use his extensive 
knowledge of the law to tell a government if it was 
acting illegally. A former middle ranking Cabinet 
Minister will not do so. She will inevitably support 
whatever the government does. It is difficult to foresee 
such constitutional vandalism being repaired.

Michael Simison

Sick Notes. True Stories from the GP’s Surgery, Dr 
Tony Copperfield, Monday Books, £8.99. 

The book is a series of vivid literary camera shots of 
life in a GPs’ surgery, from the graffiti reminiscent 
of the writing on the wall at Nebuchadnezzar’s feast 

at the entrance to the tower block where the surgery, 
Bleak House, is situated, to a feast of characters as 
familiar to a doctor as his fingernails. The quality of 
the writing is superb. 

Dr Copperfield, a nom de plume for two GPs, arrives 
at work; 

‘I paused before opening the reception door. On the 
bricks above the portico someone has scrawled the 
words ‘Fuck you knobhead’ I am not sure why but 
this piece of graffiti seemed to be the perfect mission 
statement for us. It certainly beats ‘Working in he 
community for your good health…’

On gratitude …
‘We wanted to thank you for all you did for Mum 

over the last 14 years’, said Mrs Cobham. Excitedly 
I peered into the plastic bag. Inside was one small 
loaf of sliced bread. ‘Er…’ I stammered. ’Well that’s 
lovely.’ She nodded and smiled ‘It was the least we 
could doctor,’ she said.

On patients’ relatives, 
‘Mr Parkes has brought Mrs Parkes with him in the 

sense that the mouse brings a cat. …’ 
After the usual recitation of the sins of overeating 

and smoking we read,
 ‘I drink too much.’ he said, like a teenager caught 

with a porn mag. 
‘And he can’t,’ said a voice from off-stage
He turned crimson, ‘and I can’t get it up.’
‘That’s right doctor,’ confirms Mrs Parkes, ‘and he 

has smelly feet.’
‘It is always tempting,’ writes Dr Copperfield, 

‘in these cases to suggest that the woman exchange 
her man for a sleeker, more vibrant, less pungent 
model…..’

Why does anyone want to be a GP? It is like fishing 
for carp. Among the heaving throng of patients that 
greets Copperfield in his waiting room on a Monday 
morning, the coughs, the nerves the headaches, the 
certificate hunters, there will be, maybe one morning 
every six weeks, that prize – real disease. Like 
carp fishing, out the disease comes, wriggling and 
dangerous, thinking it could pass itself off as an attack 
of nerves. Now it has been found everybody of course 
will claim it for themselves – but you know as you put 
the key into your car door that evening, you found it. 
It’s enough.

Myles Harris 
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In a little café on the station where I change trains 
for work I watch a report of another Islamic 
attack, this time in Nice. The TV shows bodies, 

blood, discarded children’s dolls, shrouded corpses. 
I am the only one standing in silence watching 
the screen. The waiter comes, hands me the same 
coffee I drink each morning. Nobody else notices, 
everything seems regular. 

Walking to the station I see a woman wearing a full 
Burka. Nobody looks at her, nobody says anything. I 
want to ask her how she feels about the followers of 
the God she worships. I cannot. I would be arrested. 

A man on the train is on his phone asking his wife 
to buy eggs. That’s all – eggs. At work the big TV 
screen in the main hall shows the same disturbing 
scenes. Yet everybody goes about their daily affairs 
as if nothing had happened.

How awful, how bloody has the appearance of 
terror got to be for anybody to react? I am back at my 
mother’s graveside screaming inside at the idea of 
her being buried while an indifferent priest shows no 
sign of sympathy or compassion. The prayers said, 
he moves to another grave. Nobody talks, nobody 
protests. A body is just a body. The drama remains 
buried inside us, to be lived with. 

Yet what we see on the screens of our TV sets, 
the close-ups of the bodies, the weeping relatives, 
the blood, is as real as standing next to the grave of 
a parent or child. These dead are not our relatives, 
but they are culturally close, they are ‘our people’. 
To show no sign of interest seems to me, a fellow 
European, almost deviant.

Everybody knows the English are stoical. Or is this 
silence just the first stage of denial? I decide to ask 
those around me about Nice. They vary from the boss 
of the international language school where I work 
(who understandably wants to protect his business 
from possible tensions amongst his foreign students) 
who tells me, ‘it is just a type of chaos that nobody 
can follow’. (Everyone knows the attacks have come 
at regular, seemingly planned, intervals). 

A politically correct friend, asked the same 
question, like a laboratory frog whose brain has been 

Last	Word
Sylwia	Pucher

removed and can only jerk when touched, instantly 
blames Christianity and The Crusades. I leave him 
burbling about Marx’s world struggle.

A young bourgeois French woman, praises the 
power of love, a love she declares, she shares 
everyday with all mankind, especially Muslims. A 
love that will conquer hate (insinuating that all I do 
is spread fear?).

Others make a fetish of bogus sympathy. Praising 
Merkel for admitting a million Muslims to Germany, 
they announce plans to go on holiday to Turkey and 
Germany to show their identity with the oppressed. 
The BBC, reporting a Muslim axe attack in Bavaria, 
hides the attacker’s identity. When an Islamist 
assassin, announcing he was German, struck in 
Munich, the BBC thrilled to the idea he might be 
white and right wing. At last we can all share the 
guilt.

I go to a restaurant with some friends to share the 
TV news, but the screen is switched to football. The 
manager tells us if we want to watch the news we 
will have to do so in a side room. We wanted to be 
united in curiosity and sympathy, but a clear social 
division has been drawn. 

One of my friends, a Frenchwoman in her twenties, 
admitted her surprise at people’s indifference. She 
went to the French embassy on Friday morning soon 
after the Nice attack to unite with all the other French 
over the tragedy. Except for journalists there was not 
a single person there.

Just silence. 

Sylwia Pucher is a writer and journalist.
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