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established 1828 

I f the Republican party were a  company, 
it would now file for bankruptcy. Don-
ald Trump, arguably the most gro-

tesque candidate ever to have run for the 
Oval Office, seems certain to be the party’s 
presidential nominee. The former favourite, 
Marco Rubio, lost in his home state of Flor-
ida on Tuesday and has now bowed out of 
the race. After seven years of deeply unim-
pressive government from a divisive and 
ineffectual Democratic president, Ameri-
can conservatism has been unable to offer 
voters a convincing alternative. 

A candidate as flawed as Hillary  Clinton 
should be easy to beat. But the best the 
Republicans seem able to do is send a dodgy 
businessman-cum-reality TV star whose 
political ideas stretch no further than the dia-
tribe of a shock jock and whose first instinct 
when faced with any kind of challenge is to 
insult his opponent. Anyone trying to com-
pare Donald Trump to Ronald Reagan 
should watch recordings of Reagan’s TV 
debates with George H.W. Bush and Jimmy 
Carter in 1980. Unfailingly, Reagan gave 
intelligent answers where Trump would have 
lashed out at the nearest convenient figure.

The Republicans now face an impossible 
choice: accept that the party has effectively 
been destroyed by a madcap tycoon, or seek 
to stop him becoming its nominee by using 
skulduggery at its convention in July. Party 
conventions can, in theory, become con-
tests rather than coronations. This happened 
in 1976, when the never-elected President 
Gerald Ford fought off a strong challenge 
from Reagan. And there’s a case for holding 
another vote: Trump hasn’t won a majority 
of votes in any of the states he has won. 

There is talk of drafting in previous losers 
such as Mitt Romney or Paul Ryan to save 
the party from Trump. But this sounds like 
fantasy. Both have said they’re not interest-

ed; neither would be likely to beat Clinton. 
Either one might offer the Republicans a 
 mildly less embarrassing form of defeat, but 
so would any American picked at random 
from a telephone directory.

The prospect of Trump vs Clinton right-
ly makes the world shudder. America is an 
ingenious nation of 300 million which leads 
the world in science, academia, entertain-
ment, technology and more. But it is unable 
to find two decent candidates to run for the 
highest office in the land. 

Trump’s nomination was not inevi-
table, but the failures of the Republican 
elite made it so. First they tried to usher in 
a dynastic succession by backing another 
member of the Bush family. Then, when Jeb 

Bush proved a disaster, they turned to the 
44-year-old pretender Marco Rubio. He has 
blundered his way to oblivion — making 
embarrassing jokes about the size of Trump’s 
hands, for instance — but he stayed in the 
race for so long that Ted Cruz, the only man 
who has shown himself able to beat Trump, 
is now almost certainly too far behind to win. 

The party hierarchy never wanted Cruz 
anyway. Senator Lindsey Graham said choos-
ing between Trump or Cruz was a choice 
between being ‘shot or poisoned’. They can 
still try to insist that those who voted for 
Trump do not represent the will of the party 
— but this would mean effectively divorc-
ing a third of the party’s supporters. Block 
Trump and he will surely run as an independ-
ent — taking many of his admirers (and quite 
a few Democrats) with him. He’d still lose, 
but so would the Republican party. Of the 
latest 28 national polls, 24 suggest America 

has already decided to hold its nose and vote 
Clinton, by a hefty margin.

But the political climate that has brought 
about the rise of Trump is not a uniquely 
American phenomenon. Across the world, 
people’s priorities are changing — and most 
political establishments are failing to change 
with them. A fear of populists has blinded 
prime ministers and presidents to the con-
cerns of voters who support populist parties. 
Last weekend, Angela Merkel’s Christian 
Democrats lost votes to a far-right party 
whose co-leader Frauke Petry has  adopted 
language far worse than that of Donald 
Trump. Petry suggests migrants crossing the 
border illegally should be shot. The National 
Front in France, the Danish Peoples’ Party 
and others are also rising: centrist parties are 
losing crucial votes to the extremes.

It isn’t that many voters want migrants 
shot, or that they wish other unappealing 
policies to be adopted; it is more that they 
wish to protest against a remote elite. And 
those who consider Britain immune to this 
malady should ask why Scotland has become 
an SNP one-party state, or why Jeremy Cor-
byn is leading the Labour party. The Tories 
were saved because David Cameron wisely 
called in Sir Lynton Crosby to counter his 
elitist tendencies with a down-to-earth mes-
sage. But after he left, the Tories once again 
started to lose coherence and focus.

The lesson for Republicans — as well as 
all centrist parties — is that good commu-
nicators with clear ideas can win elections, 
but party-machine candidates running on lit-
tle more than their own biography flounder. 
Trump has ended up running away with the 
Republican nomination not because he is a 
credible candidate but because he is the one 
who seems to recognise that the people are 
the boss. How sad for America that his rivals 
were unable to do the same.

Why Trump prevailed

The political climate that brought 
about the rise of Trump is a 

worldwide phenomenon
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Maxwell Davies the composer, died, aged 
81. Keith Emerson, co-founder of Emerson, 
Lake and Palmer, died, aged 71. Anita 
Brookner, the author of Hotel du Lac and 
23 other novels, died, aged 87.

A fire that police called ‘suspicious’ 
destroyed the roof and badly 

damaged the 16th-century timber-framed 
Wythenshawe Hall in Manchester. A prison 
officer from Maghaberry prison wounded 
in a republican bomb attack in Northern 
Ireland on 4 March died. Clayton Williams, 
19, accused of deliberately running over and 
killing a police officer, had been a cannabis 
user since the age of six, Manchester Crown 
Court heard. The Liberal Democrats 
adopted the legalisation of cannabis as a 
policy at their spring conference.

Abroad 

P resident Vladimir Putin said he was 
ordering the withdrawal of the ‘main 

part’ of Russian forces in Syria. But Russia 
would continue airstrikes and retain air 
defence systems, an airbase and a naval 
base. The International Association of 
Athletics Federations said that there was 
‘significant work to be done’ before Russia 
could be admitted to the Olympic games 
in Rio de Janeiro this summer. Hundreds 
of thousands of Brazilians marched to call 
for the resignation of President Dilma 
Rousseff. Marco Rubio dropped out of 
the race for the Republican presidential 
nomination after losing in his home state 
of Florida to Donald Trump; for the 
Democrats, Hillary Clinton increased her 
lead. A wild puma broke into Los Angeles 
zoo and ate a koala.

A bomb attack in Ankara killed 37 
people. The Turkish prime minister 

blamed the PKK Kurdish separatist 
group. Turkey launched airstrikes against 
Kurdish rebels in northern Iraq.  President 
Nicos Anastasiades of Cyprus rejected 
the terms of an EU offer to Turkey to 
resume membership talks in return for a 
scheme to stop migrants entering Europe. 
Turkish coastguards were filmed hitting 
an inflatable craft full of migrants with 
boathooks. Argentina sank a Chinese vessel 
fishing illegally in its waters. The world’s 
biggest cruise ship, Harmony of the Seas, 
built to carry 6,400 passengers and 2,100 
crew, underwent sea trials off Saint-Nazaire.  

The anti-migrant Alternative for 
Germany (AfD) party drew many 

votes from the ruling Christian Democrats, 
led by Angela Merkel, in elections in three 
German states, with the AfD gaining 
24 per cent in Saxony-Anhalt against the 
CDU’s 30 per cent. About 2,000 migrants 
marched out of the Idomeni camp in 
Greece and found a way into Macedonia 
by fording a river, in which three drowned. 
Macedonia caught about 1,500 and 
drove them back to Greece in lorries. 
About 14,000 migrants were camped on 
the border. Shots were fired at police, 
wounding four, during a counter-terrorism 
raid in Brussels in which a suspect was shot 
dead. Gunmen opened fire on a beach at 
Grand Bassam in Ivory Coast, killing at 
least 18 people, an attack that al-Qaeda 
in the Islamic Maghreb said it carried 
out. Burma’s parliament elected Htin 
Kyaw, an ally of Aung San Suu Kyi, as the 
country’s next president, the first civilian 
in more than 50 years.  CSH

Home 

I n the Budget, George Osborne, the 
Chancellor of the Exchequer, kept 

talking of the ‘next generation’. He outlined 
cuts of £3.5 billion in public spending by 
2020, to be ‘on course’ to balance the books. 
Personal allowances edged up for lower 
taxpayers, with the higher-rate threshold 
rising to £45,000. A ‘lifetime Isa’ for under-
40s would be introduced. Corporation tax 
would go down to 17 per cent by 2020. 
Small-business rate relief was raised: a 
‘hairdresser in Leeds’ would pay none. 
Fuel, beer, cider and whisky duty would 
be frozen. To turn all state schools into 
academies (removing local authorities from 
education), he earmarked £1.5 billion. He 
gave the go-ahead for Crossrail 2, 
north to south under London, and rail links 
in the North. A sugar levy on soft drinks 
companies would go to school sport. 

M ichael Gove, the Justice Secretary, 
and Gisela Stuart, the German-

born Labour MP, were named as joint 
heads of the Vote Leave campaign for the 
referendum on the EU. An opinion poll 
by ORB for the Daily Telegraph found 
that 49 per cent of people would vote to 
leave the EU and 47 per cent to remain, 
but of those who said they would definitely 
vote, 52 per cent favoured leaving and 45 
per cent remaining. The Archbishop of 
Canterbury, the Most Revd Justin Welby, 
said of people who feared mass immigration: 
‘There is a tendency to say “Those people 
are racist,” which is just outrageous, 
absolutely outrageous.’ Unemployment 
fell to 1.68 million in January, 28,000 less 
than in the previous quarter. Sir Peter 
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Jan Moir

To while away the time at airports, I 
like to spot celebrities. But pickings 

have been slim. Where is everyone? On 
Saturday morning the only face I see is 
ex-Scottish Labour leader Jim Murphy, 
guiltily bolting a free bacon roll in the 
BA executive lounge at Heathrow. Check 
your privilege, Jim! To be fair, he was 
wearing a tracksuit, so I guess that’s OK.

Part of the pain of being a newspaper 
feature writer is the constant demand 

to have your photograph taken. It’s 
hideous in every way. I don’t think I would 
have agreed to write about the Viva Mayr 
spa clinic in Austria if I’d known a snapper 
would be coming along to capture my 
every purging triumph. The good news? 
Mark is a really nice guy. The bad news? 
He had previously photographed David 
Aaronovitch of the Times in the same 
place. As Mark details his shoot list, 
I listen carefully, because writers must 
balance the need to be a helpful colleague 
with being a right diva. It’s the law. We 
clash over the spa’s ravishing swimming 
pool, in which I am supposed to caper 
while he snaps away. ‘I want you to get 
in the pool,’ he says. I am not getting in 
the pool. ‘Aaronovitch got in the pool.’ 
He’s got nicer breasts than me. We argue 
about this for hours until eventually I get 
into the pool in a groaning cozzie. I plan 
to outfox the lens by walking around the 
shallow end with knees bent like Groucho 
Marx, while looking insouciant yet sexy, 
like Anita Ekberg in the Trevi fountain. 
The very look that Aaronovitch himself 
has perfected. I’m in there for an age, 
knee bending away, until my skin wrinkles 
like a deflating balloon. After all this the 
pool pictures do not get used. Obviously.

The spa is in the village of Altaussee 
in the Salzkammergut region. You 

would gasp at the shimmering lake, the 
snowy mountains, the neat little streets 
lined with chocolate-box chalets and 
shops selling complicated loden capes 
and handsome tweed jackets. No wonder 
the Nazis loved it here! Joseph Goebbels 
spent his holidays in a villa nearby. After 
the collapse of the Third Reich, Adolf 
Eichmann and Franz Stangl tried to hide 
out right here in the middle of town. 
The local salt mine, which provides the 
salts for the clinic, was where the Nazis 
hid nearly 5,000 works of art. When 

everything went to pot, Hitler wanted 
them blown up but the heroic local salt-
miners removed the bombs. It was they, not 
George Clooney and the American army as 
portrayed in the film The Monuments Men, 
who saved the priceless treasures.

Y ou can still visit the salt mine, even if 
those who comment on TripAdvisor 

are unimpressed. ‘A nice thing to do on a 
rainy day,’ is the underwhelmed consensus. 
For these travellers, their senses dulled by 

Disneyland and Versailles, the glittering 
salt-crystal walls, the claustrophobic 
tunnels that once rang with jackboots and 
the place where Michelangelo’s Madonna 
of Bruges lay hidden for years is not 
enough in itself. If you want good reviews, 
my liebling, get Mickey Mouse in there 
with a Wehrmacht uniform, singing and 
selling hot dogs. That would be a start.

One night Mark stops to photograph 
something charming in a shop 

window and absentmindedly leaves 
his briefcase behind. It contains his 
passport, house keys, credit cards and 
€300. The next morning he is distraught. 
He cannot remember where he left it! 
He makes calls but cannot track it down. 
He goes to the clinic reception, spooling 
through the mayhem this will cause in his 
life. But a miracle awaits. A kindly local 
had found the case, looked inside, saw it 
belonged to someone at the clinic and 
drove down to hand it in, anonymously. 
Isn’t that marvellous? It reinforces my 
theory that you can’t go wrong in a place 
where people wear tweed.

Speaking of which: York. The Barbican 
Centre here is hosting the Lib Dem 

conference this weekend, but hopes 
are high that it will survive this freakish 
ordeal. The venue has a splendid café 
that sells home-cooked foods, including a 
buffet range called ‘Yapas’. What is that, 
I wonder? ‘Yorkshire tapas,’ says the lady 
on the till. Which is a pretty fancy name 
for a quartered pork pie. I was there to 
see TV chef James Martin on his cooking 
tour — everything is a gig these days. This 
mission also involved finding out why so 
many women adore James, born nearby 
in Malton. It is a cold and sleety night, 
but everyone is happy to chat. Make that 
almost everyone. An imposing woman 
in a moss-green cape gives me a beady 
look when I chirp: ‘What do you think is 
the secret of James Martin’s sex appeal?’ 
Rather embarrassingly, she turns out to 
be his mum. ‘Excuse me, I have to meet 
someone,’ she booms, sailing past with the 
certitude of a Yorkshire mother who, her 
son later informs us, tells anyone who will 
listen that she makes ‘proper gravy, none 
of that jus rubbish.’ God knows what she 
would make of the Yapas.

Jan Moir is a Daily Mail columnist.
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POLITICS | JAMES FORSYTH

pretend that Britain’s position in the EU 
would not change after an ‘in’ vote. Much 
of our negotiating leverage in Brussels has 
stemmed from the sense that this country’s 
Eurosceptic electorate can only be pushed 
so far. That threat will lose much, if not all, 
of its force if Britain votes to stay in and 
 essentially ratifies all the ways in which the 
EU has changed since the last vote in 1975.

This is, perhaps, why so many Tories now 
wish the referendum were not happening at 
all. (When I asked a friend of both Osborne 
and Gove how they could have dinner at 
Dorneywood after the Saturday cabinet 
meeting despite being on opposite sides, 
I was told: ‘This mess isn’t either of their 
faults.’) It was intended as a way of keep-
ing the party together during the last par-

liament, and limiting Ukip’s appeal. When 
Cameron committed to the referendum, it 
seemed likely that there would be EU treaty 
change before 2017, which would have given 
him a stronger negotiating position and may 
well have  triggered his ‘referendum lock’, 
prompting an in-out vote regardless.

Cameron’s approach to leadership has 
always been to take decisions then deal with 
the consequences later. This makes him less 
prone to the indecision that afflicts so many 
politicians. And his fluid approach steered 
him to a second term with a Conservative 
majority, which seemed a distant prospect at 
this time last year.

But Cameron’s referendum was a 
 Faustian pact: it got him though the coali-
tion years — but now the price must be paid. 

His doomsday warnings about what leaving 
the EU would mean have been undermined 
by the fact that he offered the referendum in 
the first place and claimed to have an open 
mind about the question.

Downing Street is furious that the Queen 
has ended up embroiled in the EU debate. 
But this was, perhaps, inevitable after the 
extent to which it was briefed that Jeremy 
Heywood, the Cabinet Secretary, and Chris-
topher Geidt, the Queen’s private secretary, 
had collaborated on the monarch’s inter-
vention days before the 2014 Scottish ref-
erendum. (Although the Queen acted at 
the behest of other members of her family, 
rather than aides.) When her view, however 
coded, becomes known on one  constitutional 
 question, it is inevitable that journalists 
will try to find out what she thinks about 
 others. If the Queen is to be truly above pol-
itics, then she cannot be selective about it.

The Scottish vote brings up another fas-
cinating question: what will Cameron do if 
‘out’ is ahead in the days before 23 June? In 
Scotland, the Unionist parties responded to 
a YouGov poll suggesting the Scots would 
vote for independence with ‘The Vow’, 
which promised more devolution. Alex Sal-
mond believes this was crucial to his side’s 
defeat. But given that Cameron has to nego-
tiate any EU deal with every other member, 
no extra powers can be credibly promised 
mid-campaign. One thing the government 
could do, though, is commit to a referendum 
on Turkish EU member ship. The rhetoric on 
Turkish accession has already changed dra-
matically. George Osborne now emphasis-
es that Britain can veto it and government 
insiders point out in private that the Greek, 
Cypriot and French attitudes to  Turkey join-
ing mean that it just isn’t going to happen. 
Sceptical voters may be won over by a prom-
ise that they would get a referendum on 
whether Turkey can join and  whether free 
movement rights are extended to another 75 
million people. 

This might be the closest Cameron can 
get to a Scottish-style ‘vow’, a last-minute 
concession. It would be a volte face: Britain 
has traditionally been a great enthusiast for 
Turkish accession.  Promising a referendum 
would alienate a country of great strategic 
importance. But if the choice were between 
that and losing the vote, Cameron would not 
see much of a dilemma.

SPECTATOR.CO.UK/COFFEEHOUSE 
Hourly updates from Parliament and beyond.

George Osborne used to tell his aides 
to prepare every budget as if it were 
their last: to throw in all of their best 

and boldest ideas. But this week, the Chan-
cellor has opted for political as well as fiscal 
retrenchment. This was a cautious budget. 
Its emphasis on infrastructure was as lauda-
ble as it was uncontroversial. There were few 
hostages to parliamentary fortune, which is 
sensible given the Tories’ small majority 
and the way in which the EU referendum is 
 challenging party discipline.

British government is on hold. Ever since 
Cameron struck his EU deal he has done lit-
tle else but make the case for it. Even pro-
EU ministers complain how difficult it has 
been to claim a spot on the government 
grid for anything unrelated to the referen-
dum. Loyalist Tory MPs have urged No. 10 
to put some other issues on the agenda and 
give the party something — anything — else 
to talk about. This problem has been com-
pounded by the PM’s many trips to Brussels 
to deal with fallout from the migration crisis.

That Cameron’s domestic agenda has 
been superseded is particularly depress-
ing, as he had been hitting his stride. His 
one-nation social agenda had given him a 
defining purpose as Prime Minister and was 
moving the Tories into new and electorally 
fertile intellectual territory. At its best, Tory 
modernisation is about achieving progres-
sive ends by conservative means, and he had 
begun to do that on a host of issues, from 
addiction to prisoner rehabilitation.

Osborne’s Budget sought to bring some 
of these themes back to centre-stage. The 
government’s plan to make every school an 
academy is a sign that the domestic reform 
agenda continues. Cleverly, it also reminds 
Conservative MPs that they are on the 
same side against the vested interests of the 
 educational establishment.

To some in government, the way the ref-
erendum is draining energy from the domes-
tic reform agenda is a reason to vote ‘in’. At 
the Saturday cabinet meeting that discussed 
the EU renegotiation, Environment Secre-
tary Liz Truss argued that if Britain left the 
EU this would take up all the government’s 
time and nothing else would get done. Her 
point was that the Tories would miss a gold-
en opportunity to get on with their domestic 
reform agenda. They cannot be certain that 
the opposition will remain as weak and as 
divided as Labour under Jeremy Corbyn, 
which only added potency to her argument.

But set against this, it is impossible to 

Budget brings the focus back to Britain 

The government’s plan to make every 
school an academy is a sign that the 
domestic reform agenda continues

‘He has levels of debt that we can only dream of.’
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is too late. Just now, the three preparatory 
symptoms of something terrible are 
evident in Rwanda’s neighbour Burundi. 
They have been identified by the 
Archbishop of Canterbury, who recently 
returned from a mediating mission to 
church leaders in Burundi. They are: the 
stockpiling of weapons, the sharp increase 
of sexual violence against women, and the 
dissemination of inflammatory rumour 
(e.g. describing Tutsis as ‘cockroaches’) 
through modern technology, in this case 
WhatsApp. So far, hardly any other 
public figures are paying attention. No 
doubt, though, once the massacres have 
happened in Burundi, there will be some 
cracking good films about them.

E lsewhere in this issue, Simon Barnes 
writes powerfully in favour of 

‘political correctness gone sane’ — 
the way that social pressure to respect 
difference, disability and so on does 
actually help create a kinder society. 
He is to a great degree right. Many PC 
doctrines are soundly based on the 
traditional injunction to support the 
weak, a call which constantly needs 
repeating and re-expressing because 
it goes against the Darwinian side of 
human nature. But I do blame the 
repressive puritanism of political 
correctness for provoking such a strong 
reaction, which might be called ‘political 
incorrectness gone mad’. Without this, 
how could Donald Trump possibly have 
got near the Republican nomination? 

I f you had to explain to tourists what 
was the most interesting thing about 

Trafalgar Square, you would presumably 
start with Nelson’s column and 
Landseer’s lions (although in fact there 
is a more dramatic history in the statue 
of King Charles I looking down towards 
the place of his execution). As I passed 
through the square last week, I heard a 
guide get going: ‘This is Trafalgar Square 
— location of the largest Harry Potter 
party in history.’ 

O ne of the tiring aspects of national 
journalism is the demand for 

interesting headlines. This does not afflict 
the local press. This week, our local paper  
splashes: ‘No action on lettings agency’.

D o Recep Tayyip Erdo an and 
Bashar Assad support ‘leave’ or 

‘remain’ in Britain’s EU referendum? I 
ask because they are the most powerful 
foreign leaders in deciding the vote, 
their views being much more effective 
than any sonorous words that may 
soon be offered by Barack Obama 
or any last-minute inducements from 
Angela Merkel. If President Assad 
— his position secured by Vladimir 
Putin — decides to make a dramatic 
gesture between now and 23 June, 
and call for some peace conference, 
preferably in a European capital, then 
the sense of crisis which makes the EU 
look so weak will dissipate. If President 
Erdo an accepts the latest EU bribe 
and temporarily halts the export of 
terrorists and ordinary, decent migrants 
to the union, then it may seem, for the 
few months necessary, that order has 
been restored and European solidarity 
has worked. Only later will the arrival of 
millions of Turks into the Schengen area 
as part of the deal cause consternation. 
On balance, both these feints should 
be considered quite likely, although 
one must doubt whether Assad or 
Erdo an have any love for ‘our common 
European home’. A ‘remain’ vote, which 
helps to perpetuate the illusion of a 
single European actor in world affairs, 
would help both men bamboozle the 
international system for longer. It is a 
long time since the Ottoman world has 
been so important in British politics.

A friend draws my attention to 
the statement of the European 

(Catholic) Bishops’ Conference on 
Europe, published in March 2007 to 
mark the 50th anniversary of the Treaty 
of Rome. It was celebratory. The first 
paragraph said ‘We consider it our 
duty to carry on the work of European 
construction, bearing in mind that it is 
a century-long task… In 50 years we 
have built a new “cathedral” for all 
Europeans.’ An interesting feature of this 
statement is that it marks almost the last 
possible moment at which such remarks 
could have been made. That summer, the 
inter-bank market froze, and the world 
of money entered a prolonged crisis 
from which the eurozone has still not 

emerged. It turned out that the ‘cathedral’ 
for all Europeans was not fully funded and 
may have been built on sand. Then came 
the great migration, with its attendant 
confusion and fear. The ‘cathedral’ could not 
agree who should be given sanctuary. The 
congregation increasingly found that they 
did not all worship the same god. Of course, 
seen from a religious point of view, the last 
decade is much less than the twinkling of 
an eye, and it is possible that the cathedral 
could be rebuilt. But that sense of what the 
Prayer Book calls ‘sure and certain hope’ 
has trickled away. 

Debate rages about whether Britain, 
having left the EU, would resemble 

Canada, Switzerland or Norway. Two 
points should be borne in mind. The first 
is that whatever deal Britain has with the 
EU afterwards need not be the same as 
that of any of the above, Britain being far 
more economically important to Europe 
than them. The second is that there isn’t 
much wrong with the plight of Canada, 
Switzerland or Norway. If the ‘remains’ (as 
they are best called) really want to win this 
argument, they would need to show that we 
would be like Sudan or North Korea, or at 
least Belarus or Egypt, if we left. To threaten 
us with attaining the state of three of the 
most stable, prosperous and free countries 
in the world is not very frightening.

There are several books and films 
(Shout at the Devil, Hotel Rwanda, 

Shooting Dogs etc.) about the genocide in 
Rwanda in the 1990s. They show how the 
western powers/United Nations stood by 
and let hundreds of thousands of people 
be murdered. People are disgusted and 
perplexed by how such a thing could have 
happened. A partial answer is that we tend 
to pay attention to such things only when it 



12 the spectator | 19 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk

Who killed murder?
The mystery of violent crime’s dramatic decline

ANDREW TAYLOR

ain had 154,000 boys and girls in blue, some 
10 per cent less than when David Cameron 
came to power. For the Police Federation, 
who were arguing against the cuts, it’s all 
rather embarrassing: their budget was slashed 
and surveyed crime is now at its lowest since 
records began 25 years ago.

The increase in ‘data-driven’, ‘CompStat’ 
or ‘hotspot’ policing has no doubt helped 
prevent a lot of crime. This involves the flex-
ible use of police resources, allowing forces 
to respond rapidly to potential trouble spots 
by flooding them with officers. Another tactic 
is the so-called ‘broken windows’ approach, 
whereby police crack down rigorously on 
low-level offences in the hope of prevent-
ing more serious ones in the long run. A 
third method involves building trust through 
community- oriented policing.

But is any of that really the difference 
between a rising crime rate and a falling one? 
The evidence from America is mixed. One 
study looked at three cities that each pursued 
a very different approach to policing. In New 
York, the police force quadrupled in size and 
there was what is politely called an ‘opposi-
tional’ relationship between neighbourhoods 
and officers. In San Diego, the number of 
police on the beat remained much the same 

P ity the poor crime writers. Our earnings, 
like those of all authors, are diminishing 
for reasons far beyond our control. Our 

fictional criminals and detectives are being 
outsmarted by genetic fingerprinting, omni-
present security cameras and telltale mobile 
phones. Who needs Sherlock Holmes to solve 
a tricky crime when you have computers, with 
their unsporting ability to transmit and ana-
lyse enormous quantities of data and identify 
culprits? But the bigger problem for us nov-
elists (if not for everyone else) is that murder 
itself is dying.

The official homicide rate peaked in 2002, 
thanks to Dr Harold Shipman, and has since 
fallen by half — from 944 then to 517 last 
year. Adjusting for population, murder is 
now at the same level it was in the last years 
of Queen Victoria — and, in spite of what 
Arthur Conan Doyle led readers to believe, 
the streets were pretty safe then. The murder 
rate started to rise in the 1960s and soared 
in the 1990s, which caused widespread panic. 
Family breakdown, collapsing morals and a 
feral underclass were all blamed for an appar-
ently inexorable increase in violent crime. 

But then that rise stopped, and the murder 
rate began to nosedive. Why? Or, as we crime 
writers say, whodunnit?

Investigating the murder of murder is dif-
ficult, especially when statistics derive from 
a variety of sources. This is not just a British 
phenomenon. Homicide rates throughout 
the industrialised world have declined during 
the past century. The fall in Britain, the USA 
and Canada is particularly marked — these 
are all countries where the rate increased in 
the 1960s and 1970s. And it isn’t just murder. 
Over the past 20 years robbery has declined 
almost as much as homicide, and vehicle theft 
more so.

Prosperity is often fingered as the prime 
suspect, the idea being that the economic 
boom of the 1990s suppressed many of the 
conditions in which crime flourishes. It’s a 
nice theory, but unfortunately it doesn’t hold 
up to scrutiny. You can search in vain for any 
correlation between national wealth and 
crime figures. During the Great Depression, 
when unemployment rose to 25 per cent, the 
crime rate in many cities went down. When 
Britain became far richer in the 1960s, crime 
started to spike. But since the beginning of 
the economic crash, in 2008, murder rates 
have continued their downward trend.

Evidence from the rest of the world fur-
ther undermines the idea that wealth is killing 

homicide. In its 2011 Global Study on Homi-
cide, the United Nations Office on Drugs and 
Crime confirmed that the murder rate had 
fallen worldwide during the recession.

Which leads us to another possibility: per-
haps the murder rate has fallen because we 
have put most potential murderers behind 
bars for other crimes? Britain’s prison popu-
lation has doubled over the past 25 years, and 
almost doubled in Australia and the United 
States. Alas, this theory is fatally undermined 
by conflicting statistics from other developed 

countries, such as Canada and the Nether-
lands, where they’ve released plenty of pris-
oners without any corresponding surge in 
homicides. Even in New York, once a hot-
bed of murder, imprisonment has fallen by 
26 per cent over the last decade — and crime 
has fallen by 28 per cent.

So we must search for another lead. Per-
haps the police are getting better at prevent-
ing crimes? If this is true, the police must 
have brought about the reduction in violent 
crime with fewer officers: last year, Brit-

For the Police Federation it’s all rather 
embarrassing: budgets were slashed, 
and crime is at its lowest in 25 years
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as before. In Washington DC, the police chief 
pursued an ‘empathy’ policy, reducing the 
level of confrontation between police and 
public. Three cities, three policies, and in each 
case the result was a swift drop in crime.

Some experts argue that the decline is due 
to wider demographic changes. Western socie-
ties have more old people now, and the elder-
ly are much less likely than younger people 
to commit violent crime — or to be victims of 
it. The original baby boomers are collecting 
their pensions, and the second generation of 
baby boomers are now in their forties. But in 
London this answer doesn’t stand up to close 
scrutiny either. The number of 18-to-24-year-
old men — the group most likely to turn to 
crime — has increased, while London’s crime 
rate, apart from a small spike in murder last 
year, has continued to drop.

So perhaps it’s just that the usual suspects 
— young people — are better behaved 

than their parents were? They are more likely 
to be university-educated and, across the EU 
as a whole, a quarter of them aged 27 to 34 
are still living with their parents. They are less 
likely to drink or consume illegal drugs than 
their parents at the same age. Sober young 
people tend not to kill.

Some think that the real clue lies in the 
womb. In 2001, an American economist 
named Steven D. Levitt argued that legalis-
ing abortion may have had the unexpected 
side-effect of lowering the crime rate. This 
controversial theory is based on two prem-
ises: that unwanted children are more likely 
to turn to crime; and that legalising abortion 
means fewer unwanted births.

A number of American and Canadian 
studies have established the possibility of a 
link between legalised abortion and dimin-
ishing rates of homicide. If they’re right, 
Levitt claims, this would account for 25 to 
30 per cent of ‘the observed crime decline 
in the 1990s’. Correlation, however, does not 
amount to causation and the theory does not 
appear to work outside North America. The 
tapering off of criminal activity has also con-
tinued long after abortion rates stabilised.

And so we turn to identifying the murder 
weapon. Countries with strict gun laws have 
few homicides. Among OECD countries, 
America’s murder rate is second only to Mex-
ico’s, though the number of violent assaults is 
comparable to other western countries. Guns 
are used in two thirds of all murders. Since 
Obama has been in the White House, howev-
er, gun sales have actually risen. In 2013 alone, 
Americans bought about 16 million new fire-
arms. Yet the rate at which they gunned down 
their fellow Americans has halved over the 
past two decades.

Of course, it is worth looking at the life-
style of potential perpetrators. The street 
price of heroin has plunged in recent years 
(it’s now about £10 a hit), which has led to 
suggestions that a fall in violent crime is at 
least partly due to the fact it is now easier for 

addicts to fund their habit without crime. Sim-
ilarly, the crack epidemic’s decline has been 
cited as a contributing factor.

No theory, however unlikely-sounding,  
should be dismissed without thorough inves-
tigation. And so it might be that the phased 
removal of lead from petrol and paint caused 

a drop in violent crime. Lead pollution has a 
well-documented effect on children’s brains, 
leading to aggressive behaviour and cogni-
tive delays. Some researchers have matched 
the rise and fall of such pollution to the rise 
and fall of murder, though oddly enough 
they have found no link between it and prop-
erty crime. Nevertheless Jessica Reyes, an 
American economist, credits cleaner air with  
56 per cent of the reduction in violent crime. 
Many other experts find the theory suspi-
ciously simplistic and less than plausible, so 
in the absence of supporting evidence it’s 
not convincing. The increased use of mood-
enhancing drugs such as Prozac and Ritalin 
has also been suggested as a factor.

If this were a murder mystery, it would be 
the unsatisfactory sort that has too many far-
fetched suspects. The solution in one of Aga-
tha Christie’s better-known stories turned 
out to be that all the suspects were guilty of 
the murder. Perhaps that’s happened here. 
But we really don’t know. The creator of 
Hercule Poirot would have arranged things 
much  better.

Andrew Taylor’s latest novel is The Ashes of 
London.

My first courtroom 
murder case could 

have come straight from one 
of Andrew Taylor’s novels. 
A gruesome crime — the 
death of a child. And the 
murderer was brought to 
justice by exquisite detective 
work: police established 
that the killer had dug a 
grave but then abandoned 
it. They also found a witness. 
That was 20 years ago. The 
prosecution for cases that 
I’m involved in now have 
changed beyond recognition.

Take number-plate-
recognition technology. 
Most murderers drive to 
their victim, but now cars are 
tracked by cameras across 
the country. The police can 
list vehicles seen near a 
crime scene, then trace them 
back. That’s how, in 2006, 
they caught Steve Wright, 
the man who killed five 
prostitutes in Ipswich. I had 
a case recently where the 

murderer claimed she hadn’t 
visited her ex-boyfriend’s 
house when it was set 
ablaze. The police gave her 
car key to BMW, and the 
company ran some tests. 
This established what time 
the car had been started, 
and the distance it had been 
driven: the details correlated 
exactly with the murder.

Or consider the idea 
of a ‘dirty’ phone, used 
for nefarious purposes. 
Criminals think, wrongly, 
that unless the phone itself 
ends up with the police, 
they can get away with their 
misdeeds. Not any more. 
Police can look at data 
and track phones as they 
move about. If they spot 
a suspected dirty phone, 
they can examine its calls, 
find out when it was used 
and see if that correlates 
with the suspect’s known 
movements. If it’s a match, 
the jury will hear about it.

Then you have forensic 
technology, which is 
advancing at an incredible 
pace. It’s now very difficult 
not to leave a trace of 
DNA at a murder scene. 
Even if a murderer wears 
gloves, there’s usually 
some DNA transfer. I 
remember a post-office 
heist in which thieves broke 
in through the shop next 
door and stole everything 
from a caged area. It was 
a pretty clean job. But 
they had smoked a couple 
of cigarettes earlier, and 
thrown them away at the 
scene. The police scraped 
DNA from the butts.

There was also a case last 
week of a man who killed 
his wife, then confessed 
immediately by calling 999. 
You can see why: going on 
the run may prolong capture, 
but not for long. It has never 
been harder to get away with 
murder.

No hiding place
Technology has made murderers much easier to catch

GARY BELL QC
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Organised and particular, hipsters know 
to detest big business. Instead, they fetishise 
the authenticity of an independent operator. 
Yet they expect a level of service that can only 
be delivered by a multinational corporation. 
I recently had a telephone conversation with 
a fully grown adult who was in tears because 
I couldn’t guarantee that there would be an 
after-hours shuttle service from the local 
railway station to my show. ‘But how are we 
going to get there? It’s going to be the mid-
dle of the night and the taxi is £40?’ (You’re 
going to a three-day rave, darling — it’s the 
getting home you want to worry about.)

For a long time, we have arranged for a 
team of kids to help us hang drapes before 
the rave started. We paid them in free tickets. 
In previous years, the difficulty was keeping 
the kids sober long enough that they could 
still climb a stepladder. This year, I received 
an email from their co-ordinator asking if we 
could supply any vegan meals. Also, he added, 
‘Any way we can get free Wi-Fi in the cha-
lets… one of the volunteers has some course-
work to send?’ Times have changed.

Hipsters drink less and look after them-
selves. While I’m thankful that their puritan-
ical leanings reduce what we call ‘welfare 
provision’, I cannot help but think they’re 
missing the point.

Perhaps the most depressing trend of all is 
the introduction of the ‘safe space’ policy. In a 
step borrowed from the earnest world of the 
university student union, the budding young 
promoter’s first task is to debate, draft and 
publish detailed rules to demonstrate that 
everyone at the party will be properly sup-
ported, represented and instructed. It’s the 
opposite of fun.

Once, the rave was supposed to feel like 
a distinctly unsafe space, even if the danger 
was illusory. There were no rules — that’s why 
we enjoyed it. Staying up all night in a disori-
enting and vaguely threatening environment, 
surrounded by questionable people, loud 
music and a battery of strobe and laser light-
ing. Staggering around in the dark being sick 
all over your new trainers. That was the point. 

Under the hipsters’ watch, dance music 
has become tedious and diluted. A monstrous 
cabal of overpaid circuit DJs titillating a pre-
cious and unimaginative bunch of wimpy 
pseudo-hedonists at a carefully designed ‘safe 
space’. In broad daylight. If that’s your idea of 
raving, you can keep it. I’m out.

A t 19, I dropped out of university to 
pursue a career as a rave promoter. 
I went into business with a school-

friend. We rose through the ranks of party 
promotion, founded a record label, and start-
ed an annual dance music festival. After 
more than ten years, though, we’ve regret-
fully decided to close down. And here’s why: 
young people these days just don’t know how 
to rave. They are too safe and boring.

Rave, like all youth movements, was 
meant to be about freedom, rebellion and 
pissing off your parents. Generations before 
us had alienated their elders with the help of 
Elvis or the Sex Pistols. Ravers aimed to start 
a revolution by dancing all night under the 
influence of their drug of choice: ecstasy.

The late 1980s and early 1990s were the 
heyday of commercial rave promotion. In 
true Thatcherite spirit, quick-witted entre-
preneurs worked within and around the 
law to swiftly organise and publicise par-
ties to entertain tens of thousands of people 
at imaginative locations. Promoters such as 
Paul Staines, later known as the libertarian-
conservative blogger Guido Fawkes, dazzled 
the kids and kept most of the home counties 
awake with vast outdoor events.

That generation is now middle-aged. 
Instead we have hipsters — a subculture so 
spineless that it had to borrow its name from 
its parents. Hipsters are an uptight bunch. 
They like dance music, but they lack the sense 
of abandon that made raving so much fun.

Regulatory pressure means that most 
raves in this country are held in city parks in 
the afternoon, and wrap up around 10 p.m., 
which is when a proper rave should start. A 
grey sky and a light drizzle is considered an 
acceptable ambience. An agent recently told 
me that DJs and punters much prefer these 
hours because they don’t like staying up late.

Last weekend, in a last stand for youthful 
rebellion in this country, we put on our final 
event, and it went on until 10 a.m., as any 
good rave should. We received complaints 
that there was not enough activity during the 
daytime. The kids wanted an early night.

Another obstacle is that nightclubs and 
dance festivals are now ticketed through 
the same tiresome mechanism as trains and 
budget airlines. ‘Early birds’ benefit from 
a discount, so raving is planned months in 
advance. Gone is the spontaneity of sham-
bling to the party on the spur of the moment. 

Brilliant Oxford 
undergraduates argue that it is right 
to prevent us saying things they object 
to, because speech they do not like is 
the equivalent of actions they do not 
like. They had better not read classics, 
then. There is no safe space there.

Greeks made a clear distinction 
between logos (‘account, reckoning, 
explanation, story, reason, debate, 
speech’, cf. ‘logic’ and all those 
‘-ologies’) and ergon (‘work, deed, 
action’). For a Greek, to reject 
logos was to reject the expression 
of thought; and so to close down 
any possibility of people giving an 
account or reason for why they were 
thinking and acting as they did; and 
therefore to prevent any way of 
combating them — except, of course, 
by force.

So striking at logos struck at the 
very heart of the political process. One 
of the consequences of the invention 
of democracy by Athenians in the 
late 6th century BC was that issues 
of importance to the community 
were settled not by conflict, but by 
debate. Democracy, in other words, 
was the way of determining outcomes 
peacefully, by logos. Preventing 
people speaking was to use force to 
close off argument. Reject logos and 
you destroyed democracy.

Likewise, when it came to action 
(ergon), the 5th-century BC statesman 
Pericles thought that one of the 
main strengths of Athenians was 
their willingness to debate before 
they acted. ‘We have the ability to 
judge or plan rightly in our affairs, 
because we do not think logos is 
an obstacle to ergon; no, it is rather 
the failure to use logos to foresee 
outcomes, before ergon has to be 
taken. We also combine resolve with 
our calculations (logismos) about 
the ergon in hand; for others, their 
ignorance produces recklessness, 
while logismos produces only 
dithering.’

On which note, a little resolve 
combined with logismos would 
be welcome from our spineless 
universities. It is sweet of the young 
to tell us what we can and cannot say, 
but most of us would prefer the law to 
make that decision, and if persuasion 
fails, for universities to invoke it.

 — Peter Jones

ANCIENT AND MODERN

Safe space in ancient Athens
Bored of the dance

Rave culture used to be rebellious. 
Now it’s moany and conformist. I’m giving up

GEORGE HULL
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ROD LIDDLE

Why Joan Bakewell must be right about anorexia

argue that it is simply a question of a thick 
 middle-class child being given a diagnosis to 
placate its querulous parents (which current 
research suggests is the case) and all hell will 
break loose.

Alternatively, cast doubt on one of a myri-
ad of supposed and again — in the vast major-
ity of cases — wholly fictitious childhood 
allergies and see what happens. Or question 
yuppie flu — ME. That really gets them going. 
When I reported the  latest research, which 
suggests that this illness is probably entirely 
mental in origin (with physical manifesta-
tions, of course), a sufferer really did call the 
police. Obviously one is cheered by the fact 
that she had the energy to lift up the phone. 
She later commented on a website dedicat-

ed to the illness that the police had asked her 
the name of the hate-monger who had made 
this vile assertion. ‘Rod Liddle,’ she replied. 
The police told her it was probably best just 
to ignore it, as Liddle was a ‘well-known arse-
hole’. Good to know there’s still at least one 
copper in the country with common sense.

So, Bakewell and anorexia then. She has 
already delivered herself of the customary 
two apologies, but the furore still rages on 
— and yes, You and Yours has got in on the 
act. They had one caller, mind, who suffers 
from anorexia and said that the Baroness 
had got it dead right. The presenter,  Winifred 
Robinson, sounded as disgusted as if he’d 

defecated in her handbag, or announced that 
he was voting Ukip.

Bakewell said she thought the illness was 
something to do with narcissism, and the 
wish to be thin, and pointed out that there 
was no anorexia in countries where there 
was not enough food. There is surely some 
truth in that, even if it is not true in every 
case of anorexia. One of the first modern 
studies of this mental illness was written in 
1982 — just as the modern, developed world 
was being swamped with case after case of 
what seemed to be a new disease afflicting, 
in the main, fairly affluent girls and young 
women.

The author, Joan Jacobs Brumberg, a pro-
fessor at Cornell University, revealed that 
the affliction was well known in late-Victo-
rian times and had been given its name (by a 
British doctor) as early as 1873. She revealed 
that it was first and foremost an illness of the 
middle class and added: ‘In the 19th century, 
there was a certain emotional and material 
privileging of girls. In a culture of affluence, 
food and eating become very important to 
people.’

‘Anorexia nervosa emerges in cultures 
that are food-abundant,’ she continued. ‘You 
don’t have anorexia nervosa in the third 
world: what you don’t eat, someone else will. 
Do you see it in Ethiopia? No. You see it in 
countries, like Japan, which are increasingly 
westernised.’ Professor Brumberg did not 
 actually use the word ‘narcissism’, but her 
meaning is fairly clear — and almost iden-
tical to the statement made by Baroness 
Bakewell. But you could say that stuff back 
then and get away with it. Now you can’t.

As with a whole array of what we con-
sider modern afflictions — alcoholism, fibro-
myalgia, ME, dyslexia and so on — a whole 
industry has been built up to sort of sanctify 
anorexia. The charities and pressure groups 
have, in a sense, taken anorexia away from 
its sufferers and constructed around it a 
canopy of medicalised victimhood. As that 
rogue caller to You and Yours pointed out, 
this removes from the individual the need 
to take responsibility for his or her predica-
ment. Of course, people with anorexia suf-
fer. They are mentally ill. But this does not 
gainsay Joan Bakewell’s commonsense view 
of the matter.

Y ou can always tell when a public fig-
ure has said something with the ring 
of truth about it by the abject apol-

ogy and recantation which arrives a day or 
two later. By and large, the greater the truth, 
the more abject the apology. Often there is a 
sort of partial non-apology apology first: I’m 
sorry if I upset anyone, but I broadly stand 
by what I said, even if my wording was per-
haps a little awkward. That, however, won’t 
do — by now the hounds of hell are howling 
at the back door. Social media is beside itself, 
wrapped up in its moronic inferno, the cyber-
sphere splenetic with self-righteous outrage.

People who feel themselves to be a victim 
of this truth are the first to go berserk, then 
the multifarious groups who depend for their 
living on giving succour to one  another’s 
 victimhood get in on the act — charities, aca-
demics, specialists and so on. Witless liberals 
in the media start writing damning criticisms 
of the truth and the person who was stupid 
enough to tell the truth. Sooner or later even 
that cornucopia of incessant whining, Radio 
4’s You and Yours programme, will have got 
in on the act. 

By now there will have been the prop-
erly abject apology from the truth-sayer, all 
the more abject if it is someone regarded as 
being otherwise politically correct. But it 
may be too late. Already the truth-sayer’s 
employers are looking closely at his or her 
contract. The universities or quangos where 
the truth-sayer holds honorary titles or non-
executive directorships are urgently conven-
ing meetings to discuss what this foul besom 
has said and what can be done about it to 
quieten the clamouring mentalist hordes out 
there. Sometimes — quite often — the police 
get involved. There is nothing more damag-
ing to a career than telling an unfortunate 
truth. Even if it is only a partial truth.

So it is with the thinking man’s  crumpet, 
Baroness (Joan) Bakewell. Poor Joan. She 
delivered herself of one or two opinions 
about anorexia nervosa, which was probably 
an unwise thing to do. There is nothing more 
likely to send liberals on the internet into a 
frenzy than to question the orthodox shibbo-
leths of a primarily middle-class illness, which 
is of course what anorexia is. 

Dyslexia is another one. State your doubts 
that in very many cases it exists at all and 

There is nothing more likely to send 
liberals into a frenzy than to question 
the orthodoxy of a middle-class illness

‘You can threaten me with the whip but  
I refuse to succumb to Project Fear!’
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Desperate straits
The Turkey-EU deal will do nothing to fix the migrant crisis. 

Just ask the people-smugglers in Istanbul

YVO FITZHERBERT

Istanbul

Shops in a rundown neighbourhood sell 
fake life jackets to refugees planning 
to brave the Aegean Sea. Last year, 

nearly 4,000 refugees died trying to make 
this journey. ‘But what am I to do?’ says 
Erkan, a shopkeeper, as he pushes me out 
of his shop. ‘I tell them they are fake but the 
poor souls continue to buy them. The genu-
ine ones don’t sell so well.’

We’re in the suburb of Aksaray, the 
makeshift centre of the smuggling trade in 
the city. Here the language is Arabic and the 
restaurants are Syrian. A town square serves 
as a hub for migration brokers. This is where 
dreams are sold. Each night, hordes of Syr-
ians fill the area, their lives on their backs, 
preparing for the dangerous journey ahead.

Behind the 19th-century mosque are 
dozens of money-exchange offices. These 
are fronts for the ‘deposit banks’ where 
migrants leave their money after closing a 

deal with one of the people-smugglers. The 
payment is only handed over if the refugee 
successfully reaches European shores.

If you can’t find a deal in Aksaray, offers 
abound on the internet. Facebook groups, 
set up in Arabic, advertise a range of servic-
es. One reads, ‘Istanbul to Greece, only $650/
person. Leaving every night, call Muham-
mad for details.’

So I did just that, with the help of Abdur-
rahman, a Syrian friend. The cheapest route 
on offer, Muhammad told us, is across the 
Aegean sea to a Greek island. ‘When you 
leave the Turkish coast, you can see Greece. 
It’s only one hour away,’ he assured us, quot-
ing a range of prices: $500 for a boat to as 
much as $10,000 for a fake European pass-
port. ‘Once you land in Greece, the Red 
Cross will help you and select a country 
where you can claim asylum.’ This is not true 
— but it was a statement repeated by every 
smuggler I spoke to.

Last week, a new agreement between 
Turkey and the EU was thrashed out and 
hailed as a breakthrough. Turkey agreed to 
shut down the people-smugglers and take 
back any refugee crossing to Greece. For 

every refugee readmitted, another will be 
resettled from Turkey to another EU mem-
ber state. The EU is offering €6 billion to 
sweeten the deal — twice the figure offered 
last November — and will grant Turkish cit-
izens visa-free travel to Europe. Turkey’s 
long-stalled application to join the EU will 
be fast-tracked. The EU is desperate and 
Turkey holds all the cards. Turkey’s willing-
ness, let alone capacity, to keep its side of the 
bargain is questionable at best.

There are no police to be seen in Aksaray. 
Abu Omar, a smuggler loitering in the 
square, laughs off Turkey’s deal as little 
more than hot air. ‘The Turkish coastguards 
aren’t doing anything,’ he assures Abdur-
rahman, who is posing as a potential client. 
‘It’s a question of luck whether you’ll make 
it or not.’ The new Brussels agreement won’t 
save the unlucky.

Abu Omar is one of many Syrian brokers 
in Aksaray who connect migrants to smug-
glers and hope eventually to save up enough 
money to make the crossing to Europe 
themselves. It’s the Turks who control the 
business. ‘Turks are at the heart of the smug-
gling operations,’ explains Ahmad, a Syrian 
who now lives in the UK — having spent 
two months being smuggled in from Syria 
last year. ‘They organise everything, includ-
ing co ordinating with the police and coast-
guards.’

This month, a Turkish court sentenced 
to four years in jail the smugglers respon-
sible for the death of Alan Kurdi, the three-
year-old Syrian boy washed up on Turkey’s 
shores last  September. But such crackdowns 
have been few and far between, and do 

‘Nobody can stop a smuggler,’ 
says Ahmad. ‘It’ll just 

become more expensive’

Name that town

The representative of Slough in the UK 
Youth Parliament called for the town’s 
name to be changed to rid it of negative 
connotations. Other towns with an image 
problem which have done a Stalingrad (now 
Volgograd) and changed their identity:

staines Now Staines upon Thames
kiliwhimin, highlands Now Fort Augustus
alligator village, florida Now Lake City
wankie, zimbabwe Now Hwange
pile o’ bones, saskatchewan Now Regina
Residents in the Austrian village of fucking 
voted against a name change in 2004

Over a barrel

During the referendum campaign, Alex 
Salmond proposed that Scotland would 
become independent on 26 March 2016, 
and said it would have £7.5 billion of oil 
revenues. How have the estimates for 
2015/16 revenue changed over time?
June 2010   £9.7bn
March 2013   £7.5bn*
December 2013   £4.2bn
March 2014   £3.8bn
March 2015   £0.7bn
*Scottish government estimate

Unhappy landings

A man leapt from the Shard with a 
parachute — and survived both the jump 
and the attentions of the police. How 
dangerous is base-jumping compared with 
other action sports?
 Death rate 
Base jumping   1 in 2,320
Skydiving (from plane)   1 in 101,000
Hang-gliding    1 in 116,000
Scuba diving   1 in 200,000
Rock-climbing   1 in 320,000
Canoeing   1 in 750,000
Source: Bandolier (Oxford medical journal)

Anoxeric figures

Joan Bakewell was attacked for saying that 
anorexia was all about narcissism. Who are 
anorexics? Some not entirely consistent 
statistics quoted by the Alliance for Eating 
Disorders Awareness in the US:
— There are 70 million sufferers 
worldwide, a third of whom live in the US.
—10–15% are male.
— 90% are female and aged 12-25.
— 11% of high school students suffer from 
an eating disorder.
— 40% of male American football players 
suffer from an eating disorder.
— 35% of dieters go on to develop 
‘pathological dieting’.
— 50% of females aged 18-25 say they 
would rather be run over by a truck than 
be fat.

BAROMETER
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nothing to deter smuggling operations. More 
than 110,000 refugees have made the cross-
ing to Greece this year. ‘Everybody knows 
that nobody can stop a smuggler — they’ll 
always find a way,’ Ahmad explains. ‘It will 
simply become more expensive.’ 

Last year swollen demand caused a 
boom at the cheap-and-dangerous end of 
the market, which meant a rise in the num-
ber of refugees drowning. With the EU deal, 
smugglers will take greater risks to organise 
longer voyages, perhaps from Turkey to Italy 
or across the Black Sea. Many have died 
making the Aegean crossing, but the relative 
proximity of the Greek islands means it is a 
safer route than across the Mediterranean.

The Turkish government is suspected 
of deliberately turning a blind eye to 

the smuggling problem in order to extract 
a better bargain from Brussels. President 
Erdo an was quite open about this black-
mail, threatening to ‘bus migrants to Europe’ 
if the EU didn’t accept his demands. But 
even if Turkey wanted to crack down on 
the networks of human traffickers, there 
are doubts as to whether it would succeed. 
‘Ankara is likely to have made promises in 
Brussels that it can’t and won’t deliver,’ said 
Aykan Erdemir, a former opposition politi-
cian, now a senior fellow at the Foundation 
for Defence of Democracies in Washington. 

‘Human smugglers will outsmart the Turk-
ish authorities just as they have outsmarted 
EU authorities.’

President Erdo an, dogged by controver-
sy, is an awkward partner for the EU. Earli-
er this month he made headlines by seizing 
control of Turkey’s leading opposition 
newspaper, Zaman. This week he reignited 
a war with Kurdish militants in the south-
east, forcing thousands of Kurds to flee their 
homes. In recent photos, the besieged city of 
Cizre resembles Aleppo. 

Syrians, too, are feeling the sharp edge of 

Erdo an’s nationalist stance. Having initial-
ly announced an open-door policy, Ankara 
has since silently reversed it. Amnesty Inter-
national condemned the illegal deportation 
of Syrian refugees late last year.

Many Syrians, lacking a legal status in 
Turkey, have set their sights on Europe. But 
the EU deal fails to confront a fundamental 
difference between Europe and Turkey: the 
right to asylum. Turkey is a signatory to the 
1951 Geneva Refugee Convention, but her 
responsibilities are limited to those fleeing 
Europe. Refugees from the war-torn  Middle 
East are classified as temporary guests and 
barred from working. The majority of Syrian 
children can’t even attend Turkish schools.

Back in Aksaray, I speak to  another 
group of Syrians. Most of them work in 
black-market bakeries and live with their 
families in squalid one-room apartments on 
the outskirts of Istanbul. Adnan, a 22-year-
old Syrian from Aleppo, is the most vocal. 
He is trying to save enough money to get to 
Europe. I ask whether he has any Turkish 
friends. ‘Of course not,’ he says. ‘Turks sim-
ply exploit us. How could we be friends?’

For Adnan, Europe is still synonymous 
with hope. But not all migrants feel the same 
way. ‘Forget Europe,’ one Syrian man tells 
me. ‘The dream is over. They don’t want us. 
Go back to Syria and fight — that’s what I’m 
going to do.’
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From ‘Portugal and the war’, 
The Spectator, 18 March 1916: Portugal 
in coming into the war may seem to have 
taken a bold step, but she has really taken 
the only line of safety.  Our alliance with 
Portugal has been in existence since 1373. 
When German merchant vessels sought 
shelter in the Tagus it was known to the 
whole world that at any moment Britain 
— if the event did not come about in any 
other way — might call upon Portugal to 
fulfil the terms of one of the most ancient 
and best known treaties in existence and 
support her actively in the war.

FROM THE ARCHIVE

Portugal’s choice
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tube and then walked to the Natural His-
tory Museum. We marvelled at the model 
of the blue whale, met a man showing off 
some fabulous insect specimens, went for a 
meal — Eddie did the ordering — and then 
caught the train and a taxi home to Norfolk.

Every step of the way Eddie received 
courtesy and consideration. From the tail 
of my eye I caught little approving smiles. 
Sometimes these were aimed conspiratori-
ally at me and at Eddie: wanting us to feel 
approved of. Welcomed. Sharing a good 
half-term.

I sometimes notice a momentary dis-
may in people in shops or pubs or casual 
encounters, but it’s soon conquered. Peo-
ple know they’re not allowed to feel dis-
taste any more. There’s an obligation to get 
over it and behave as one human being to 
another. More or less — though not quite — 
invariably, that’s what people do. They walk 
away surprised at themselves, and I think 
enriched.

They do so because society has changed 
in Eddie’s favour. Because it would be polit-
ically incorrect to treat Eddie badly, it has 
become inexorably clear that treating Eddie 
badly is also morally incorrect.

It’s natural to resent the bullying of the 
self-righteous. It’s also natural to feel that 
students — people forever seeking to make 
a better job of the world than their parents 
did — are mistaken to the point of lunacy. 
When I was a student I was crazy enough 
to believe that what the world needed was 
love and peace; one look at today’s newspa-
per will show you how wrong I was.

Correct terms change with bewildering 
frequency. Felix Leiter tells James Bond in 
Diamonds Are Forever: ‘People are so dam’ 
sensitive about colour around here that you 
can’t even ask a barman for a jigger of rum. 
You have to ask for a jegro.’ That was pub-
lished in 1956: perhaps the first recorded 
joke about political correctness.

But at heart, political correctness and its 
attendant language are about  inclusivity: 
race, religion, sexual orientation, age, gender, 
physical and mental capacity. Non-PC views, 
however jovially expressed, are about exclu-
sion, generally exclusion of the weak by the 
strong. And if you go to the pub with Eddie, 
you do rather tend to think that an inclusive 
society is better than the other kind.

If you went to Salisbury Theatre last 
week you’d have caught Up Down Man, a 
play written and directed by the brilliant 
Brendan Murray and starring Nathan Bes-
sell, who has Down’s syndrome and danc-
es like Nureyev: a fine symptom of a more 
inclusive society.

The business of inclusivity reached a 
peak of all-conquering triumph at the Lon-
don Paralympic Games of 2012, not just in 
the competitors but also in the audience. 
Many had difficulties or challenges; the walk 
to the train was like Ben-Hur with wheel-
chairs.

But many others had tried and failed 
to get tickets for the Olympics, gone to the 
Paras as a second best — and found them-
selves part of something bigger than they 
bargained for. It felt briefly like a utopian 
dream of the future come to life: and that’s 
precisely what the student radicals are try-
ing, however ineptly, to bring about.

It was summed up in the film version of 
A Bear Called Paddington. Paddington says 
the final words: ‘Mrs Brown says that in Lon-
don everyone is different, but that means 
anyone can fit in. I think she must be right, 
because although I don’t look like anyone 
else, I really do feel at home. I will never be 
like other people but that’s all right, because 
I’m a bear.’

That may seem to be simplifying things 
rather — but then at heart it’s a very simple 
business. Eddie loved that film. Afterwards 
we went out for a meal and Eddie was treat-
ed with kindness, generosity and respect. 
Political correctness gone sane.

Here’s another stock joke for your 
collection: Pembroke College, Cam-
bridge, has cancelled a fancy dress 

party themed on Around the World in Eighty 
Days to ‘avoid the potential for offence’. 
One college has objected to the serving of 
sushi as ‘cultural appropriation’; another 
cancelled yoga lessons for the same reason.

There is an inevitable backlash to this 
kind of puritanism — to ‘political cor-
rectness gone mad’. And it’s true: prissily 
expressed PC attitudes do often look silly.

The problem is that, broadly speaking, 
they’re also right. I know this with immense 
certainty. Without the prevailing wind 
of political correctness my life would be 
very different. The life of my son would be 
 unrecognisable.

Eddie is 14 and has Down’s syndrome. 
It’s politically correct to say ‘Down’s syn-
drome’, but in earlier times it was wholly 
acceptable to use rather different terms. 
They cropped up in the playground in what 
we thought were jokes.

I have just tried an experiment. I won-
dered whether I could write down some of 
these terms, but I found myself more or less 
physically incapable of doing so. The thought 
that the keyboard at my fingers could utter 
those words made me feel slightly sick.

That’s because words are powerful 
things. There was a time when I advocated 
the total freedom of usage of any word in 
existence in pursuit of truth and meaning. 
The freedoms won by Joyce and Lawrence 
were not to be tossed away on the whims of 
the prudish, the squeamish and the hyper-
sensitive.

Eddie has changed my mind. When I was 
a boy, 50 years and more back, people with 
Down’s syndrome were usually hidden away 
from us. It was acceptable to keep them 
locked up. Physical and mental disabilities 
were too distressing for the sensitivities of 
us normal people.

If you were presented with a disabled 
child you would have been within your 
rights to turn your back, walk away and 
feel distaste to the point of disgust… and 
 perhaps a genuine anger at those who 
allowed  unacceptable people to be on view, 
walking your streets and breathing your air.

We all went to London for half-term. 
One day Eddie and I got the bus and the 

In praise of PC
Having a disabled son has changed my mind 

about political correctness

SIMON BARNES

Prissily expressed PC attitudes 
often do look silly. The problem 

is that they’re also right
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propose all kinds of laws and directives, 
which have to be approved by the council, 
and voted on in the EU parliament. Some 
of these laws might be better left to nation-
al governments. But again, Britain has con-
siderable clout in the institutions that shape 
them. If Britain wants to retain access to 
the single European market from the out-
side, it would still have to abide by EU laws 
and regulations, but without any influence 
on their creation. The sense of freedom 
regained might turn out to be no more than 
an illusion. 

What about human rights, another famil-
iar bugbear of the Brexiteers? Britain was 
one of the founders of the European Court 

of Human Rights in 1959. These rights were 
established by the European Convention on 
Human Rights, signed by Britain and much 
influenced by British jurists. Citizens can 
lodge complaints against member states if 
they feel their rights have been breached. 
Most complaints are against the Russian 
government, very few against the British. 
Even though this court is not formally a EU 
institution, anti-EU campaigners in Britain 
see it as an intolerable assault on national 
sovereignty. Would British citizens be freer 
without their government being bound to 
international agreements on human rights? 
Would it enhance their freedom not to be 
able to sue their own government in a Euro-
pean court? I’m not persuaded.

Britain is a great trading nation. Brexi-
teers like to claim that the UK, once released 

from the shackles of Brussels, will again be 
free to trade with the whole world. There is, 
however, nothing to prevent Britain from 
trading with non-EU nations now. Germany 
has far more business in China than Britain 
has. To be sure, Britain could try to establish 
new trade agreements with non-European 
countries. But it seems foolish to give up 
Britain’s current status; being in Brussels but 
outside the eurozone is the best of all worlds, 
at least for the time being. I’m not convinced 
that Britain would be in a stronger position if 
it left the EU altogether. The US has already 
indicated that it would not make special 
trade deals with Britain alone.

Perhaps the most emotive argument for 
leaving concerns immigration. Here, too, the 
word freedom is relative. Freedom of move-
ment in the EU is one of the fundamental 
rights of all EU citizens, including the Brit-
ish, even though Britain does not share the 
open borders of the Schengen zone. A Brit-
ish builder, or scholar, or artist, or business-
man, does not need a special permit to live 
in Paris, Barcelona or Berlin. But that is 
one freedom the Brexiteers would wish to 
curtail. True, outside the EU, Britain might 
have more liberty to stop Polish builders or 
Romanian nurses from settling here. I say 
‘might’ because Norway must let in migrants 
from EU countries as a price for trading in 
the single market. But would less freedom 
to move around Europe really enhance the 
freedom of British citizens?

So why would so many British people, 
or perhaps more accurately English people, 
wish to leave the EU? Some of it has to do 
with an insular frame of mind. Why are Span-
ish, Dutch, French or German soccer players, 
happy to play for clubs all over Europe while 
few English players follow their example? 
Some of it is political: left-wing Brexiteers 
see the EU as a capitalist cabal, while right-
wing Brexiteers see leftish foreign busybod-
ies sticking their noses into British business.

I don’t want Britain to leave, because 
I think the deeply flawed EU is in consid-
erable trouble and Britain can do more 
good, for itself and for Europe, inside the 
EU than out. I would feel less comfortable 
in a Franco- German Europe. Or forget the 
‘Franco-’ part: there is absolutely no reason 
any more to be beastly to the Germans, but 
few people, even Germans themselves, want 
to be dominated by Berlin.

The EU needs its Atlanticist western sea-
board, and not as a sour outlier, wallowing in 
memories of faded pomp and circumstance. 
Inside the EU, Britain can balance the con-
tinental powers and use its liberal traditions 
for the common good. Outside, perhaps cut 
loose by a far more pro-European Scotland, 
England will survive, but with markedly less 
sway. And if freedom means more than being 
left alone, there will be less of that as well.

Ian Buruma is the author of Voltaire’s 
Coconuts, or Anglomania in Europe.

One of the most appealing arguments 
for Brexit is that it will make British 
citizens freer than they are now. The 

greatness of Great Britain lies, after all, in its 
long history of relative freedom. But now, so 
the proponents of Brexit like to claim, Brit-
ain is shackled by the tyranny of the EU, as 
though ‘Brussels’ were some alien dictator-
ship in which Britain plays no part.

Columnists huff that Britain is now just 
a colony of this ‘foreign superpower’. That 
the EU exists as a superpower would come 
as news to most people in Brussels — and 
everywhere else. The European Union has 
no army and no joint foreign policy, and 
cannot be described as a state, federal or 
otherwise. The closest thing it has to a gov-
ernment would be the European Commis-
sion combined with the European Council, 
where national government leaders haggle 
over and decide on EU laws and policies. 
Britain is a major player in both institutions. 
Odd colony.

It is not a loathing of foreigners that nec-
essarily inspires the anti-EU arguments. 
Indeed Brexit’s brightest star, Boris Johnson, 
likes to express his fondness for Brussels and 
European culture. In the past, he has even 
voiced his support for British membership of 
the EU (when he wasn’t spreading rumours 
about EU bureaucrats wanting to ban bent 
bananas and square strawberries). Now he 
sees a ‘great and glorious’ future for Britain 
outside the EU and urges his fellow citizens 
to ‘vote for freedom’.

But few concepts, except democracy 
perhaps, are as fuzzy and as often abused 
as freedom. The question is freedom from 
what, or to do what? In the US, promoters 
of so-called state rights and the right to carry 
weapons depict themselves as freedom-
fighters — freedom from the interfering 
federal government that deprived southern 
states of their right to slavery and now sup-
posedly ‘wants to take our guns away’.

No doubt there are unsavoury ele-
ments in the Brexit campaign as well. But 
let us consider instead the more respect-
able arguments. For Brexiteers, freedom is 
often linked to parliamentary sovereignty. A 
proud nation should be free to make its own 
laws, without meddling from foreign institu-
tions, such as the European Commission or 
the European Council. This argument seems 
persuasive. The commission does indeed 

Vote for freedom!
‘Out’ campaigners picture leaving the EU 

as a liberation. It wouldn’t be

IAN BURUMA

Few concepts, except democracy 
perhaps, are as fuzzy and 

as often abused as freedom
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26 per cent — more than the whole of the 
EU and the US combined,’ she says. ‘So we 
can’t do this on our own. But we can show 
leadership.’ Which means continuing a move 
towards renewable energy, while acknowl-
edging that it will be expensive. ‘We must be 
frank about it: there is a bit of a cost. We’re 
not going to be able to have renewable 
 energy cheaper than coal and gas.’

Oil is certainly cheap at the moment — 
over the past two years the price has  fallen 
from $110 to $40 a barrel. But this has 

brought its own problems, in the form of col-
lapsing North Sea oil revenues (as set out in 
shocking detail in this week’s budget). Under 
the plan that Alex Salmond put to Scots two 
years ago, Scotland’s ‘independence day’ 
would have been next week — Thursday 24 
March, to be precise — and he estimated 
there would be up to £8 billion of oil reve-
nue to ease the transition. Instead, it is close 
to £100 million. Ms Rudd’s job now involves 
supporting what is  effectively a loss-making 
sector. ‘I mean we try not to point it out too 

often, but the phrase “the broad shoulders 
of the United Kingdom” applies,’ she says, 
referring to how Scotland is  coping with this 
loss of oil revenue. ‘It is absolutely the case 
that all this would have had a  horrific impact 
on the economics of an independent Scot-
land.’ So it falls to a UK Energy Secretary, 
drawing on Britain’s pooled resources, to do 
what she can to stop Scottish talent fleeing 
to the Gulf of  Mexico. ‘I saw Nicola Sturgeon 
interviewed on this and I found her totally 
unconvincing,’ she adds.

Rudd was elected six years ago for the 
marginal south-coast seat of Hastings. She 
is one of the new breed of Tory MPs who 
spend significant amounts of time in their 
seats. She declares with pride: ‘I had a train 
named after me.’ Seeing the puzzled look 
on my face, she explains: ‘A friend of mine 
got on it and the ticket inspector said to him, 
welcome to the Arse. He said, I beg your 
pardon? He said we call it the Amber Rudd 
Seaside Express!’ She credits shy Tories for 
her significantly increased  majority. She 
recalls knocking on one door and ‘find-
ing this man who answered the door in his 
vest and agreed to come down and vote 

 Conservative if I’d give him a lift to the 
polling station, on one condition: that I 
didn’t tell the neighbours.’

Some Tory MPs feel this way about 
voting to stay in the EU. But not Rudd. 
She will be campaigning enthusiasti-
cally to stay in. In an apparent dig at 
the Business Secretary, Sajid Javid, she 
says, ‘I’m not “in” with a heavy heart.’ 
Her brother Roland, one of the best-
connected men in public relations, is 
a leading figure in the ‘in’ campaign. 
Rudd herself would like to see the EU 
doing more, not less, in her ministerial 
area, arguing passionately for an EU 
energy union.

Taking the tone of an enthusiastic 
games teacher, she declares that this 
referendum needn’t cause a civil war 
in the Tory party. But she isn’t afraid 
of verbal combat. ‘It is sometimes dif-
ficult to make your case without point-
ing out that the other person is wrong.’

When she needs to talk to some-
one outside of politics, she goes to see 
her 91-year-old father, a former stock -
broker. They have dinner every week 
and discuss any particularly thorny 
problems. He is, she says, ‘bright as a 

button’ and ‘it’s really helpful talking to him 
about it’.

Her civil servants may remain strong 
believers in the green gospel, but she says 
she will not try to convert them. ‘I wouldn’t 
have it any other way,’ she says. ‘They believe 
passionately in what they are doing and are 
very supportive of the new direction that 
I’ve pushed the department in. I think we 
can keep people’s passion — their religion 
— but also make them practical.’ After all, 
she says: ‘He who prays hard, works hard.’

A mber Rudd isn’t a flashy  politician; 
her office at the Department for 
Energy and Climate Change has 

almost no personal touches. She has a 
 poster on the wall for the new Edinburgh 
tram (she was a student there). Her one 
 concession to vanity is a framed ‘Minis-
ter of the Year’ award from this magazine: 
 awarded for uprooting the legacy of the 
 Liberal  Democrat energy policy and being 
(in the words of the commendation) the 
‘slayer of windmills’.

It was, perhaps, an exaggera-
tion: she hasn’t brought down any 
of  Britain’s 5,215 onshore wind tur-
bines. But she has been busy prun-
ing back the green subsidies that her 
department had become used to dol-
ing out. She is driven, she says, by 
anger at the green racket — or, as she 
puts it,  ‘people making huge returns 
on bill-payers’ money’. She tells me 
that when she was first appointed 
she asked the department how much 
it was spending in subsidies, and the 
 figure ‘came in about 20 per cent over 
what had been agreed with the Treas-
ury in the last parliament’. The green 
agenda was running out of control, so 
she acted.

The problem, Rudd says, was that 
under Labour and then Lib Dem con-
trol, the Department of Energy had 
not been run much like a department 
of energy. ‘It had been run a bit like 
a green think tank or a green NGO; 
very pure of heart, very noble. But not 
enough focus on bills, on the future, 
on planning, trying to look 20 or even 
ten years ahead.’ British energy policy 
had been set by a succession of zeal-
ots. ‘You had Ed Miliband, Chris Huhne, Ed 
Davey — there hadn’t been a Conservative 
one for nearly 20 years.’ Her predecessors, 
she says, had prided themselves on ‘their 
approach to climate change rather than 
their approach to delivering cheaper bills’.

Rudd believes that global warming is 
man-made, and says that most people in 
her party agree with her. But her priority 
is how to respond in a calm, sensible way. 
‘We account for just over 1 per cent of the 
world’s carbon emissions. For China, it’s 

The Amber express
Energy Secretary Amber Rudd on ending green rackets, 

supporting Scottish oil and staying in the EU

JAMES FORSYTH
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MATTHEW PARRIS

It’s the Labour moderates who need to get real

as we did fear, that a supine British elector-
ate was growing passive and acquiescent in 
the swaddling clothes of the cradle-to-grave 
nanny state. Suppose you feared, as we did 
fear, that our own Conservative party, judg-
ing further resistance futile, was becoming 
dangerously compromised in its embrace of 
the ‘mixed economy’.

Suppose, finally, that despite these 
lean years for our own political faith, you 
and I refused to give up the fight. Though 
sneered at as renegades unwilling to accept 
that times had changed, suppose we bid to 
change our party’s direction. Mainstream 
opinion, and swaths of Labour and Tory 
MPs would have laughed at us. ‘Look at the 
opinion polls,’ they might jeer, ‘can’t you see 

that the voters out there have grown reliant 
on the  comfort-blanket of the welfare state? 
All the evidence is that the British don’t like 
-isms and distrust your free-market dogma. 
Sure, you poll a steady 15–20 per cent, but 
how are you going to break out of that core 
vote and win over the floating voters unless 
you “triangulate” and strike a middle posi-
tion between the right and reality?’

‘Ideologues! You wait for the next local/
mayoral/regional elections! The voters will 
dump on your antique certainties. Move on, 
dinosaurs, or you’ll drag your party down.’

Reader, can you see how, to you, this bar-
rage of incredulity misses the point? Unlike 
your detractors, you have a belief. As well 
deride market forces as deride  gravity: you 
know that history will prove you right. 
You understand the mainsprings that drive 
human behaviour. You understand the 

clockwork. The theory you hold about what 
motivates individuals and families, and what 
drives successful national economies, teach-
es you that in the end socialism must fail.

But when? Your theory doesn’t tell you, 
of course. Your mission is to proselytise. The 
early Christians were hardly an overnight 
success in Rome. It may be years — it may 
be a decade — before the nation wakes from 
welfarist slumber. You’re patient. Secretly 
you accept that your faction will take a beat-
ing in a string of proximate elections, and 
maybe even the next general election. But 
Kipling’s Gods of the Copybook Headings 
will finally visit their revenges on the smug 
political establishment now dancing before 
its socialist golden calf.

So you would stick to your guns. Your 
doctrine gives you an explanation for the 
world: one that cannot be gainsaid. The 
product is fundamentally sound, whatever 
the marketing people may tell you about the 
most recent customer surveys.

So it is with the Corbynites. I don’t (and 
nor perhaps do you) believe that their 
 theory of politics and economics is correct; 
and I doubt Mr Corbyn is the man to take his 
movement forward for many years longer. 
He’s an enabler, a prophet in the wilderness. 
Not for him arrival at the Promised Land. 
He lacks the political skills that his shadow 
chancellor, John McDonnell, showed on the 
Marr programme last week. He’ll probably 
hand on the torch before the next election.

But don’t imagine the torch will be extin-
guished, or that (latest madness of the ‘mod-
erates’) the flame can be hidden by stopping 
anyone who carries it from even standing 
for the party leadership. The worst thing the 
parliamentary Labour party could now do 
would be to try to triangulate between the 
hard and the soft left. Dan Jarvis and Hilary 
Benn, defined by what they are not, will 
never say anything interesting.

And Corbynites are right about this: the 
Labour moderates are indeed latent Tories. 
They’ve accepted, as did Tony Blair, the 
broadly Conservative ruling spirit of the 
age. Their judgments are safe, but safe to 
the extent that they are Conservative judg-
ments. They have no religion of their own. 
Corbyn does. We Tories do. It is Labour’s 
moderates who are in denial. 

I t has become commonplace to remark 
that there exists in Britain a mainstream 
political grouping that seems to be dwell-

ing on another planet. Lost in fantasy, hark-
ing back to days long-gone, it lives on illusion. 
Time and the modern world have passed it 
by. Fleet Street and fashionable opinion rage 
against these mulish daydreamers for turn-
ing their backs on the voters and depriving 
Britain of an effective opposition.

And all this is true. In only one detail are 
Fleet Street and fashionable opinion mis-
taken. They’ve got the wrong grouping in 
their sights. It is not Jeremy Corbyn, John 
McDonnell and their crew who fit this pic-
ture: it is the Labour moderates.

Neo-Blairites and neo-Brownites are in 
cloud cuckoo land — and in control of the 
parliamentary Labour party. In vain do they 
beat their fists against the new ascendency in 
their party. In vain do they prove, by opinion 
poll after opinion poll, that old-fashioned 
socialism will never win the next general 
election. They’re missing the point.

So are their friends in the newspapers. 
Media fury tends not unnaturally to be led 
by wonderfully eloquent writers — such as 
Dan Hodges, or my own newspaper’s David 
Aaron ovitch and Philip Collins — who are 
well-grounded in Labour’s politics and have 
at least one foot in the party’s recent past. 
Too angry with their new enemies to take a 
cooler look at their old friends, they seem to 
miss what drives the left and its appeal.

Perhaps a convinced and rooted Con-
servative like me can understand better 
why an ideology — a clear, strong theory 
about what drives human history — is proof 
against the wisdoms of marketing and the 
headlines about opinion polls. You see, we 
Tories have such an ideology.

Suppose, reader, that you were a rank 
Conservative and a convinced believer in 
free-market economics. And suppose that 
Keith Joseph and Margaret Thatcher had 
never lived and that after the 1970s  Britain 
had continued its slow slide towards a com-
mand economy; and that lunacies like 
Shirley Williams’s scheme for controlling 
prices in shops had bedded in, and wages 
and incomes too had come under central 
control. It’s imaginable, isn’t it?

And suppose we Conservatives all feared, 

Dan Jarvis and Hilary Benn,  
defined by what they are not, will 

never say anything interesting
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HUGO RIFKIND

We’re swamped with nonsense 
gizmos and it’s all Steve Jobs’s fault

other things, too — widgets, firearms, Ikea 
flangey hoopdongs — but for all the hassle 
involved, you might as well just pay some-
body with a lathe to do it properly. Nobody 
needs one of these unless they live on a space 
station. And you don’t.

I don’t want a fridge which emails me to 
say that it is empty. I will realise the fridge is 
empty when I take the last thing out of it. Is 
this strategy terribly analogue? I don’t want 
Google glasses, but then nor did anybody 
else. The whole concept of ‘wearable tech’ 
leaves me quite cold. Why would I want to 
wear my tech? Leave me alone. 

Also, coffee machines. My God, coffee 
machines. You’ve all gone mad. Our coffee 
machine takes in ground coffee and water at 
one end and pumps out hot, drinkable coffee 
at the other. Because that’s how you make 
coffee. That’s what coffee is. Whereas now? 
With the pods and the capsules? Pull your-
selves together. You know you can get them 
for tea, now? Drives me insane. Had we not 
already  sorted tea? Was that one not, in every 
way, in the bag?

Maybe it’s my age. Maybe it is because I 
am no longer young but not yet old, and so no 
longer live at the cutting edge, but also I have 
not yet grasped that nobody  really wants me 
to. This, I suppose, is possible. I have many 
friends a decade older than me whose tiny 
London homes lose valuable real estate to 
endless CDs and LPs. When they come to my 
house, and see only a speaker, an iPod and a 
Spotify subscription, they’ll ask where I keep 
my soul. ‘Just search for James Brown,’ I’ll 
say. ‘No,’ they’ll say. ‘Your soul.’

Only I don’t think that’s it. I keep track 
of consumer technology. I write about it and 
enjoy it. I am a man who, with a weekend to 
myself, likes nothing better than putting a 
new touchscreen on to my cracked Android 
tablet, and a new Linux OS on to the 15-year- 
old beige desktop I found in the attic. And I 
sense, right now, that we are drifting into an 
era of… nonsense. Not just fads, like the Soda 
Stream, or miscalculations, like the Sinclair 
C5. White elephants. Drivel. Things nobody 
normal wants, or could ever want, devised by 
people who have forgotten what people are.

It’s Steve Jobs’s fault. He lived by the 
maxim of Henry Ford, who said: ‘If I asked 
the public what they wanted, they would say 
a faster horse.’ The iPhone was a mad idea. A 
phone without buttons? Sometimes I think 
back to my old Blackberry, on which I could 
type fast enough to use it while  conducting 
interviews, and I wonder how the hell I fell 
for the hype. I wouldn’t go back now, though, 
for I have learned that I did, in fact, want 
the thing I was certain I did not. Only that 
doesn’t mean the same trick will keep work-
ing again and again and again.

Sometimes it’s obvious. Sometimes, the 
things of which girlfriendless Silicon  Valley 
geeks most fervently dream in fact have no 
wider constituency at all. Like all those arti-
cles we keep having to read about how, with-
in a decade, we’ll be able to have sex with 
robots. Jeez, guys. Pretty revealing. And any-
way I bet you have already. With the  coffee 
machine. Freaks.

Hugo Rifkind is a writer for the Times.

I keep being told that the big hot tech-
nological gizmo of the moment is a box 
that sits in the corner of your room and 

 listens, and I don’t want one. They’re made by 
Amazon, largely, and the idea is that you tell 
them to order stuff — such as a pizza, say — 
by shouting: ‘Alexa! Order me a pizza!’ And 
Alexa, which is what the thing pretends to be 
called in this infantile, accommodating, psy-
chotic age of ours, perks up and does so. Or 
orders books, or summons a taxi. Or it gets 
your phone to call somebody, or plays you 
a particular song. The rest of the time it just 
squats there. Silent. Waiting. Listening.

It sounds like a disaster waiting to hap-
pen. Probably you’d put it in the kitchen, 
and probably you don’t often have sex in the 
kitchen. If you did, though, exactly how con-
fident would you be that the noise you were 
going to make at the point of orgasm would 
sound nothing like a request for Alexa to 
immediately telephone your great-aunt? 
I mean, sure, it’s a minor risk, but isn’t life 
already fraught enough? Not interested. And 
yes, I know I could already talk to my smart-
phone like this, but I don’t do that either. 
Nobody does, more than once. Not after the 
first time they ask Siri ‘Which way is home?’ 
and Siri starts dialling Ann Widdecombe. 
Which admittedly may not have  happened 
to everyone.

I also don’t want a driverless car. Does 
anybody? It’s not about the safety, but the 
boredom. The whole concept takes the thrill 
of the open road, the knightly freedom of 
metal managed by man, and threatens to turn 
it into the Docklands Light Railway. I’m not 
a big fan of long car journeys but they’re a 
damn sight more bearable if you at least get 
to drive the car. Imagine being driven up to 
Edinburgh in a driverless car. Seven hours 
of nothing. You’d feel like that poor Chinese 
lady who got stuck in the lift.

Or a 3D printer. Totally don’t get the 
point. I tried one out a few months ago. I fed 
in a program, and it took three hours and 
made the whole house stink, and at the end 
all I had was a shit little black plastic boat. 
And sure, I know you can use them to make 

What if the noise you make at the 
point of orgasm sounds like a request 
for Alexa to phone your great-aunt?
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or speedboats — or even, to judge by the 
response of the birds, walkers along the 
sea wall. All the current activity, however, 
must be as nothing to that in recent 
history when the estuary was much busier 
with shipping, fishermen and dozens of 
professional punt gunners. 

Since those times large portions of 
this and many other estuaries have been 
protected and conserved. Indeed my 
wildfowling club manages a significant 
non-shooting reserve alongside the salt 
marshes where we shoot. It is strange 
then that Mr Barnes informs us that the 
particular problem with wildfowling is the 
disturbance it causes which ‘leads to the 
exhaustion and death’ of estuary birds. 
My contemplation suggests something 
different: that Mr Barnes has a particular 
problem with wildfowling.
Tim Bonner
Chief executive, Countryside Alliance
London SE11

At the sign of the swastika
 
Sir: Finding myself unexpectedly and 
illegally in the border town of Myawaddy 
a couple of years ago, I presented myself to 
Myanmar immigration. They enabled me 
to stay overnight at the Love the Swastika 
Hotel (Mind your language, 12 March). 
Stephen Barker
Dawei Peninsula, Myanmar

Boy in a dress
 
Sir: Toby Young need not worry about 
having dressed up his son Ludo as 
Goldilocks (Status anxiety, 12 March). 
My mother sent me aged six to a party 
wearing swirling white skirts and 
dressed as a fairy. Nobody seemed to 
notice anything amiss aside from asking: 
‘Whose little girl is she?’
Peter Fineman 
Barrow Street, Wiltshire

Stay in and ski cheaper
Sir: I am a golden oldie and have just 
returned from a most enjoyable skiing 
holiday in Les Arcs, where thanks to cross-
European pensioner benefits I enjoyed the 
privilege of a free ski-lift pass. Buying one 
had previously been quite an expense. Vote 
Brexit and lose my privilege? Never!
David Snow
Colby, Norfolk

CLARIFICATION 
A leading article of 16 January 2016 referred 
to junior doctors not in the first two years of 
training being paid an average of £53,000. 
This referred to total, rather than basic, pay.

More things to ban
 
Sir: In the light of Mick Hume’s piece 
about politically correct students (‘The 
left will eat itself’, 12 March), should not 
Cambridge University be taking immediate 
steps to remove the works of Cicero from 
its classics curriculum? After all, like 
George Washington, he owned slaves. 

I would only add that, as a former 
member of Jesus College, I was utterly 
appalled at its abject surrender to 
adolescent bigotry and ignorance by 
the removal of the Benin cockerel. The 
totalitarian impulse is alive and well.
Chris Arthur
Durham

Scotland and the EU
 
Sir: In half a dozen articles now, your 
writers have stated that a vote to leave 
the EU would precipitate Scotland voting 
to leave the Union. It is sad to see that 
they have bought this canard propagated 
by the SNP and its ‘Scotland is different’ 
argument. In 1975, the worry was the same 
but in reverse: that Scotland would vote to 
leave and England stay. 

In the end, as in most things, Scotland 
voted the same way England did. I have no 
doubt it will be the same this time, whether 
that means in or out.
Jonathan Lafferty
London N5

Wykehamist outsiders
 
Sir: James Delingpole (‘Want to leave 
the EU? You must be an oik like me’, 
12 March) cites John Whittingdale, a 
Wykehamist, as an unusual example of 
a posh ‘leaver’. But Winchester College 
does not tend to produce natural insiders. 
Mrs Thatcher relied on Willie Whitelaw, 
Ian Gow, and, when it mattered, Geoffrey 
Howe, in her battles with Etonians. John 
Whittingdale himself was her political 
secretary. Most eminent 20th-century 
Wykehamical politicians — Gaitskell, 
Crossman and various Jays — were Labour. 
Now there’s Seumas Milne. Perhaps it 
goes back to Sydney Smith, the greatest of 
all Old Wykehamists, who observed that 
‘minorities are nearly always right’.
Anthony Thompson
Bodenham, Herefordshire

Help them remember
 
Sir: Rod Liddle is right to remind us 
(‘Bordering on insanity’, 12 March) of 
those unfortunates who, having lost all 
recollection of their countries of origin and 
burned their passports, are condemned 

to remain in the UK. The Home Office is 
nonplussed. We should help by building a 
patient-staffed Memory Recovery Centre 
on, say, the outermost Shetland island, with 
no distractions. 

The Department for International 
Development should administer the centre, 
as some manipulation of international 
aid budgets may be needed to ensure 
consulates’ co-operation in providing 
new identity documentation. Concerned 
activists and lawyers should be advised that 
memory and sense of identity are among 
our foremost human rights and that the 
centre will provide the world’s leading 
programme for their restoration.
Tim Ambler
Cley next the Sea, Norfolk

In defence of wildfowling
 
Sir: If Simon Barnes is worried about 
disturbance on our estuaries (‘Of geese and 
men’, 5 March), wildfowling should be the 
least of his concerns. Having spent many 
hours contemplating the Essex estuary 
where my club shoots, I would argue that 
our widely spaced shots cause significantly 
less disturbance than planes, kite surfers 
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Whatever the outcome of the EU referendum, one thing 
remains certain. On Friday 24 June, Europe — with its 
more than 500 million consumers — will still be open 

for business. And small and medium-sized enterprises will still want 
to do business there. 

Across the EU, there are more than 20 million SMEs (businesses 
employing up to 250 workers) and more than five million of those 
are in the UK. They account for more than two-thirds of private sec-
tor employment. 

In a world that is becoming increasingly digital and connected, it’s 
more important than ever for SMEs to think global to secure their 
future growth and it’s clear that the UK government, the European 
Commission and other EU member states could be doing an awful 
lot more to bring about that growth.

Last week, The Spectator, in association with easyJet, held a live-
ly debate in central London on the subject of making the most of 
Europe, and specifically how SMEs can maximise EU opportunities.

The Spectator’s business editor, Martin Vander Weyer, was on 
hand to chair an illustrious panel of knowledgeable and passionate 
speakers, spanning the political, economic and business worlds. They 
included Damian Green MP, the chair of European Mainstream — 
the Remain campaign group supporting the Prime Minister — and 
Greek-born Vicky Pryce, the chief economic adviser at the Centre 
for Economic and Business Research (Cebr). Also on the panel were 
Michael Hayman MBE, the co-founder of campaigns and public 
relations firm Seven Hills and Start-up Britain, and Gerard Grech, 
chief executive of Tech City UK, a not-for-profit entity that chan-
nels public funds to support the growth of digital companies across 
the country.

What emerged from the debate is that for SMEs to make the 
most of European opportunities, the challenge is about more than 
access to capital. Attractive though Europe is as a marketplace, it still 
requires reform and rationalisation (of VAT rates and regimes, for 
example) before it can truly be called a single market. 

The panel also felt that there needs to be more help to recruit and 
nurture talent, to innovate, and to communicate with like-minded 
entrepreneurs from across Europe. Michael Hayman said what was 
most important to SMEs was the pursuit of opportunity. ‘They’re 
constantly asking themselves “what will take us furthest the fastest?” 
and that’s what governments need to consider,’ he said. That requires 
‘flexbility of labour and access to skill’ and it is the responsibility of 
governments to provide it, he added. 

The introduction of more incentives to small businesses to take 
on apprentices would be another welcome step, Hayman said, while 
Gerard Grech called for more incentives for universities to deliver 
the best talent and research, and make their graduates relevant to 
the digital world. ‘For instance, we need more data scientists,’ he said. 
Hayman argued governments also need to be more welcoming to 
companies like Uber and Snapchat ‘that are growing and have scal-
ability and not be sluggish by failing to respond to change’.

Grech agreed and pointed to UK success stories at the forefront 
of the global digital economy — including attracting internation-
al companies to develop in the UK as a model for the rest of the 
world. He pointed to the example of online currency exchange bro-
ker Transferwise, an Estonian company that came to Britain to scale 
up, and has since been valued at more than $1 billion.   

A more lenient approach to company failure and bankrupt-
cy would also help innovation, argued Vicky Pryce. Grech, agreed: 
‘Failure is the MBA of wealth creation — it makes entrepreneurs 
and companies stronger and more resilient. In the tech sector in par-
ticular there is no stigma attached to ventures that go bust. We look 
forward, not back.’

For more information on how SMEs can make the most of Europe, 
visit the easyJet website at easyjet.com/business. 

HOW CAN 
BUSINESSES 
MAKE THE 
MOST OF 
EUROPE?

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS| MARTIN VANDER WEYER

Why Osborne’s Budget bolsters
the case for leaving Europe

he enjoys fishing in Iceland: that sort of 
money could buy an entire trawler fleet.

Monstered

One reason why Sorrell reigns unthreaten-
ed — despite setting records for the gap 
between his own pay and that of his  average 
employee — is that he’s a maestro of behind-
the-scenes media handling. The same can’t 
be said of Mike Ashley, the Sports Direct 
founder and Newcastle  United owner who 
is reputedly the UK’s 22nd richest citizen. 
Despite this column’s praise for his ‘remark-
able self-made success story’, and my tips for 
a makeover (I suggested a trip to Savile Row 
and a weekend’s shooting with the Duke of 
Westminster), Ashley’s public profile goes 
from bad to worse.

His appointment of Rafa Benitez to man-
age Newcastle has failed to make fans hate 
him less, especially since Rafa’s first game 
was a 1-0 defeat by Leicester’s giant-killers. 
And he’s fighting to avoid appearing before 
the Commons Select Committee for Busi-
ness, Innovation and Skills to answer ques-
tions about allegedly harsh treatment of 
the workforce of Sports Direct’s headquar-
ters at Shirebrook in Derbyshire.  Ashley’s 
response that he would look for himself 
into what’s going on at Shirebrook (said 
by reporters from the Guardian to include 
searches of staff to make sure they are not 
wearing clothing brands, even underpants, 
stocked by the company) has cut no ice with 
the committee chairman, Labour MP Iain 
Wright; nor has Ashley’s breezy suggestion 
that MPs are welcome to drop in some time.

The alliance of those who would like 
to see this supposed monster of capitalism 
humbled by a select committee show-trial 
also includes the Unite union. My advice to 
Ashley this time round is that he should go 
on refusing the summons (it’s not clear that 
they really have the power to compel him) 
but meanwhile make a clean breast of his 
employment practices, put the football club 
up for sale, grow a beard and take a long 
 holiday in the South Pacific.

G ive thanks for George Osborne 
— and I don’t say that because I 
 happen to be writing this column 

on a slow train from Leeds to Manchester, 
a line that this Chancellor has just prom-
ised, for the umpteenth time, to upgrade. I 
say it because whatever flaws and gimmicks 
may have leapt out of Wednesday’s budget, 
 however the actualities have drifted away 
from the forecasts, at least we have a finance 
 minister who is on the front foot. 

Boost growth; balance the books; keep 
the state lean; devolve to the regions;  nurture 
self-reliance and entrepreneurship; stay in 
Europe; succeed Cameron; win the next 
election. That’s the agenda. You may not buy 
all of it. But respect the drive behind it — 
and compare it to what’s happening in the 
eurozone, where the absent role of a finance 
minister with a fiscal  strategy has been del-
egated to central bank  governor Mario 
Draghi, who has launched an anti-deflation 
programme of deep negative interest rates, 
more quantitative easing and liquidity sup-
port for banks that smacks of utter despera-
tion; markets barely knew whether to laugh 
or cry when they heard the news last week. 
The irony of the pro-‘remain’ Osborne’s 
attacking style is that, by showing what 
Europe lacks, he bolsters the case for leaving.

Blunt as a butcher

I was in a minority of reviewers who pre-
ferred Michael Lewis’s second book on the 
financial crisis, Boomerang, to his first, The 
Big Short — which I found tiresome,  relying 
as it did on a cast of horrid hedge-fund 
geeks who had to be reinvented as engag-
ing characters for Adam McKay’s film. 
But I enjoyed the epilogue in which Lewis 
lunched with his former boss at Salomon 
Brothers, John Gutfreund — who was mem-
orably caricatured as a trading-floor egoma-
niac in  Lewis’s 1989 bestseller Liar’s Poker, 
and who died last week. He found the older 
Gutfreund still ‘blunt as a butcher’, but self-
aware and rueful; for all the vulgarities of 
his Wall Street ilk, they were never as dehu-

manised by greed as their successors — the 
likes of Dick Fuld of Lehman and Jimmy 
Cayne of Bear Stearns.

Gutfreund’s later career was blighted 
by a bond-trading scandal in 1991, but his 
real legacy was the deal he struck ten years 
 earlier to sell Salomon to the commodity 
trader Phibro and turn the group into a pub-
lic company, of which he was chairman. In 
doing so he enriched himself but destroyed 
the collegiate culture on which Salomon 
had been built and (as Lewis put it) ‘helped 
 create a monster’: setting a path for the 
transformation on both sides of the Atlantic 
of many other tightly run partnerships — in 
which traders staked their own capital, and 
tempered risk-taking accordingly — into 
shareholder-owned firms where those same 
traders were dangerously free to  gamble 
with other people’s money.

Well-earned

Here’s another exception to my general 
belief that FTSE100 chiefs are  grotesquely 
overpaid. Last week I said Bob Dudley 
deserved ‘plenty’ for enduring a tough job 
at BP; this week I salute Sir Martin Sorrell 
of the advertising giant WPP. This veteran 
dealmaker is due to receive £60 million in 
cash and shares for last year under a long-
term scheme which gave him £43 million for 
2014. Some shareholders are angry — but 
they should remember that Sorrell created 
WPP in 1986 and built it first into a trans-
atlantic leader of its industry, and latterly a 
global one, whose shares have doubled over 
the past five years while the FTSE has  fallen 
back where it started. Sorrell deserves to be 
rewarded as a feisty entrepreneur, rather 
than bracketed with your standard hired-in 
corporate mercenary.

Whether £100 million over two years is a 
fair measure of his success is a trickier ques-
tion, though American peers in the ad biz 
wouldn’t quibble at such largesse. More per-
tinently, as a 71-year-old workaholic who has 
already banked a nine-digit fortune, what on 
earth can he do with the extra loot? I  gather 
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A gift from beyond the grave
Andrew Motion finds a touching parallel between Virgil’s unfinished  
Aeneid and Seamus Heaney’s barely finished translation of Book VI 

Aeneid Book VI
translated by Seamus Heaney 
Faber, £14.99, pp. 53, 
ISBN 9780571327317

When Virgil died at Brindisium in 19 bc, 
on his way back to Rome from Greece, he 
left the Aeneid unfinished. When Seamus 
Heaney died in Dublin in 2013, his trans-
lation of Book VI was also unfinished, but 
like the whole of the original, his 1,222 
lines were found to be in a publishable con-
dition (‘final’, he wrote on the last draft,  
which allows for it not being ‘complete’). 

The coincidence is touching. So too is the 
fact that this book is concerned with news 
from the afterlife. Aeneas descends into the 
underworld to visit his father, Anchises, and 
receives there a history lesson that leads 
beyond the founding of Rome to the glories 
and struggles that lie in the future. Heaney’s 
version is also a kind of gift from beyond 
the grave. It is impossible to read it without  
feeling once more the sadness of his pass-

ing, as well as gratitude for this unexpected 
bonus.

Occasionally the unfinishedness shows. 
In the crucial encounter with Dido, for 
instance, where Aeneas discovers that the 
heartbreak caused by his abandonment of 
her has not been softened by time (and 
will not be in the near future, either, since 
it anticipates future wars between Rome 
and Carthage), the conversation ends with 
Dido sweeping off through the Fields of 
Mourning to rejoin the shade of her hus-
band Sychaeus. ‘Is there someone you are 

trying to avoid?’ Aeneas asks in Heaney’s 
account — which sounds puzzled to the 
point of seeming obtuse. Compare this 
to the two other leading contemporary 
translators of the poem. Robert Fitzgerald 
(1983) has: ‘Am I someone to flee from?’ 
and Robert Fagles (2006) has: ‘Don’t 
withdraw from my sight.’ Both may sound 
a touch wooden, but both make better 
sense.

Then there’s the question of rhythm. 
Fi t zgera ld  and  Fag les  shr ink  the  
hexameters of the original into pretty reg-
ular iambic pentameters; this is sensible 
enough, since it makes them sound natural, 
and brings them into line with most long 
classic English narrative poems. Heaney, 
on the other hand, goes for something that 
hovers between pentameters and hexam-
eters. In its irregularity, this misses the 
Virgilian ‘ocean-roll’ that was praised by 
Tennyson, and makes us doubt that we 
are hearing ‘the stateliest measure/ Ever 
moulded by the lips of man’. At the same 
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time, it produces a feeling of flexibility and 
a kind of wakefulness. We are kept more 
nearly on our tiptoes by Heaney in this 
book than we are by Fitzgerald or Fagles.

Something of the same goes for 
Heaney’s language. While Virgil him-
self generally preferred plain to ‘poetic’ 
speech, and Heaney is famous for (among 
other things) a Hopkinsian density of sense 
impression, it’s not surprising to find pas-
sages that base their value as translation 
on diction of this energetic sort. In particu-
lar, there is a tendency to use alliteration as 
a way of generating excitement: about the 
Golden Bough, for instance, which appears 
‘green-leafed yet refulgent with gold/ Like 
mistletoe shining in cold winter woods,/
Gripping its tree but not grafted, always 
in leaf’; or about Cerberus, ‘his brute bulk 
couched/ In the cave, facing down all com-
ers’. These and other such passages have 
a certain authority, of course. But after a 
while the treatment feels repetitive, and 
more appropriate to Beowulf (where it 

fitted and worked brilliantly) than the 
Aeneid.

That said, everyone who cares about 
Heaney and/or Virgil will want to own 
this book. Heaney himself, in a ‘Transla-
tor’s Note’ that he prepared for a limited- 
edition publication, describes it as a piece 
of ‘classics homework’ — a tribute to his 

Latin teacher at school, and also a kind of 
elegy for his father. In its best passages, 
there is just this sense of intimate involve-
ment. And also a sense of rising drama, as 
we follow Aeneas from his landing place 
at Cumae, through the encounter with the 
Sibyl, into the underworld, past horrific 
scenes of punishment and woe, until we 
reach the Groves of the Fortunate Ones, 
and arrive with Anchises.

It’s an encounter — in any translation 
— made all the more touching by rea-
son of its long delay, and by its contain-
ing a large element of disappointment, as  
well as relief, delight and instruction. Dis-
appointment, because although Aeneas 
can see and hear his father, he cannot 
touch him:

Three times he tried to reach arms round  
 that neck.
Three times the form, reached for in vain,  
 escaped
Like a breeze between his hands, a dream on 
  wings.

For many readers — and, Heaney sug-
gests, for himself as well — this is the heart 
of the poem. He catches the sense of set-
tlement in the rhythm as well as the dis-
turbance. More important, he brings the 
greatest aspect of the Aeneid into the 
sharpest possible focus. Which is to say: he 
makes impossible things seem human, and 
history seem personal. 

One feels once more the sadness of 
Heaney’s passing, as well as gratitude 

for this unexpected bonus

Left: Aeneas and the shade of Dido by Bartolomeo Pinelli. 
Above: Virgil and the Muses (Roman mosaic from Sousse, Tunisia, third century AD)
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Too high, too fast 
Hugh Pearman
Slow Burn City: London in the 
Twenty-First Century
by Rowan Moore 
Picador, £20, pp. 488, 
ISBN 9781447270188

You have to get nearly halfway through 
this book before it starts to show some life. 
Until that point, as Rowan Moore ambles 
in his wry manner through pages of familiar 
description of the capital’s built and social 
history, you find yourself wondering what it 
is all for. After all, if you choose to write a 
book about the architecture of London you 
are putting yourself in some pretty distin-
guished company. 

Ian Nairn, say, whose magnificently off-
kilter, beer-goggled 1966 hymn to the city, 
Nairn’s London, has been reissued as a Pen-
guin Modern Classic to universal acclaim. 
Or Peter Ackroyd, whose colossal 2001 
London: The Biography is drizzled with lazy 
assumptions but is an eloquent advocate 
of the city as living organism. Or psycho- 
geographer-in-chief Iain Sinclair, walking 
the city to awake its memories. And then 
there is the author who Moore quotes 
so often that his estate might dream of  
retrospective royalties: the Danish academ-
ic Steen Eiler Rasmussen, whose London: 
The Unique City of 1934 (first published 
in English in 1937) is a key work for archi-
tects, if little known by the public. Com-
pile your own reading list on London, it 
will be a long and distinguished one. But 
to sup at this high table you have to bring  
something with originality and purpose 
to it. I can’t find quite enough of either in 
Moore’s book.

He is an excellent writer and critic for 
the Observer — a proper, engaged critic, 
not one of your preening narcissists. But as 
so often with us journalists, used to writing 
concise articles, he struggles to present a 
coherent narrative across an entire volume 
of nearly 500 pages. He divides his book into 
sections covering trade, public works, hous-
ing, planning, and (massive) population, 
each containing a number of sub-narra-
tives. There is the sense of a loosely assem-
bled collection of pieces strung together, of 
slightly forced links, of the lack of tight edit-
ing. He starts by describing London Zoo, 
and quickly you feel an analogy coming on, 
which duly arrives: ‘It is good for a city to 
acknowledge the beast in its nature and the 
possibilities of chaos over which its super-
structures of enlightenment are built.’ Right 
now, he thinks that the acknowledged beast 
is too much in the ascendant. Let’s call this 
beast unbridled capitalism.  

Vile buy-to-leave apartment towers 
snapped up by overseas investors? (Moore 
has a splendid phrase for these: ‘Lumps 

of speculation cast down from the com-
puter of a time-starved architect’.) Our 
masters welcome them. Megalomaniac  
mega-basements for property wide boys 
and absentee oligarchs? Be our guest. Sup-
posedly ‘public’ space which turns out to be 
security-guarded private domains where 
you cannot take a photo, let alone hold a 
demonstration? Look around you: these 
places are everywhere. Canary Wharf. 
Broadgate. Paternoster Square. Paddington 
Waterside.

All this has been dealt with in various 
earlier books by others — most notably 
Anna Minton’s Ground Control of 2009, 
which Moore acknowledges. But this is 
the point where his book finally gets a bit 

of fire in its belly, since Moore — a some-
what patrician type who, unlike his brother 
Charles of this parish, leans left rather than 
right — feels very keenly not just the shriv-
elling of the real public realm, but also the 
injustice of the social cleansing going on 
across the capital today.  

He is right to. Much of the city is now 
unaffordable for normal Londoners, wheth-
er to buy or rent. Council estates within 
reach of the centre have been handed over 
to private developers who turf out tenants 
and right-to-buy leaseholders alike, weep-
ing crocodile tears if they bother to weep at 
all. In their place come the usual ‘stunning’ 
developments of overpriced, undersized 
apartments which those evicted tenants 
and leaseholders cannot possibly afford. 

As Moore angrily points out, some of the  
most egregious examples, such as South-
wark’s filleted Heygate Estate, where a 
long-established community was destroyed, 
are held up by politicans of both left and 
right as shining examples of ‘regenera-
tion’. He sorrowfully observes: ‘The value 
of property skews human values.’ Of course 
London has been ruled and built by capi-
tal since forever, but it has also been a very  
variegated place. Now it threatens to 
become an investment-only monoculture, 
just as its population soars past its previous 
peak and is increasingly forced out to the 
very edges.

This has been stated often enough, but 
Moore gives some interesting chapter and 
verse: pity the hapless London borough of 
Southwark. Pity, too, Joanna Lumley’s and 
designer Thomas Heatherwick’s Garden 
Bridge project, justly excoriated here. And 
his (reported) descriptions of the city’s sex-
club culture, including the leather-bar pref-
erences of the out-and-proud former City of 
London chief planner Peter Rees, are relia-
bly entertaining. But in the end, I still found 
myself wondering: what is the purpose of this 
book? It concludes with a manifesto which 
is really a wish list: more homes affordable 
to more people, simpler planning rules, fewer 
dumb towers, better planning departments. 
Apart from Moore’s opinion that parts of the 
green belt could actually benefit from being 
built on (a view now shared by many on both 
right and left), there is little to argue about 
here. He wants London to return to being 
a ‘slow burn city’ that renews itself through 
steady, planned change rather than being 
devastated as it currently is by rapid, ad-hoc 
growth. How to achieve this? The book con-
cludes in a swirl of vagueness. 

London was once a very variegated 
place. Now it threatens to become an 

investment-only monoculture

‘Lumps of speculation cast down from the computer of a time-starved architect’
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One of history’s  
saddest chapters 
Jason Webster

The Last Days of the Spanish Republic
by Paul Preston 
William Collins, £25, pp. 390, 
ISBN 9780008163402

One afternoon in the early 1990s, an elder-
ly gentleman from Alicante told me of the 
tragedy that had occurred at his city’s port 
on the last day of the Spanish Civil War. He 
pointed towards the docks and in a hurried 
whisper spoke of the many thousands of des-
perate Republicans who had gathered there 
at the end of March 1939, their eyes search-
ing the horizon for the promised ships meant 
to carry them to safety abroad. The rest of 
their territory had fallen to Franco, his exe-
cution squads busy eliminating remnants of 
the ‘anti-Spain’; Alicante would be the last 
corner to fall into the caudillo’s hands. Yet as 
the hours passed and no ships appeared, the 
would-be refugees lost hope. Dozens, perhaps 
hundreds, committed suicide on the spot, pre-
ferring death to capture. When the Francoist 
forces finally arrived, they took 45,000 peo-
ple prisoner and placed them in a makeshift 
concentration camp. For many Republicans, 

it was a brief prelude to torture and summary 
execution.

Spanish attitudes towards the Civil War 
have changed since the 1990s and it is no 
longer quite the taboo subject it once was. 
Yet the emotional power of events from that 
time has not diminished. Episodes such as the 
siege of the Alcázar, the defence of Madrid 
or the May Days in Barcelona witnessed by 
George Orwell still resonate. Not least of 
these is the story of the final, desperate weeks 
of the Republic. By early 1939, following 
steady losses and defeats over two and a half 
years of conflict, Republicans had no hope 
of winning the war, yet the final outcome, as 
Paul Preston makes clear in this compelling 
and convincingly argued book, might well 
have been less ignominious and considerably 
less bloody.

Throughout much of 1938, the strategy 
of the Republican prime minister Juan Neg-
rín had been to prolong the fight against the 
rebels in the hope that a greater European 
conflict might begin and finally bring Britain 
and France to his aid in an anti-fascist coali-
tion. The Munich Agreement and its effective 
deferment of war with Germany scuppered 
his plans, yet Negrín insisted on holding out 
in order to negotiate an honourable peace 
agreement with Franco and organise an 
ordered evacuation of refugees. Sadly, neither 
of these objectives was realised when, follow-
ing the fall of Catalonia in early 1939 and fac-
ing certain defeat, the Republic collapsed, 
descending into vicious in-fighting.

Preston’s villain of the piece is Colonel 
Segismundo Casado, leader of the anti-
communist coup on the night of 5–6 March 
1939 which ousted Negrín from power and 
produced a mini-civil war in Republican-
held Madrid. Self-important and convinced 
that Franco would appreciate his elimina-
tion of ‘Reds’, Casado fell into an enemy 
trap which sowed chaos in the already 
demoralised loyalist ranks and caused  
the disintegration of what remained  
of the state. 

The Republicans’ only bargaining chip 
— the threat of a last stand — vanished 
and Franco quickly reneged on any hints 
at clemency towards the enemy. When the 
final rout came, Casado and his entourage 
were given safe passage, but his coup bur-
ied any hope of escape for many tens of 
thousands of his countrymen. Francoist 
firing squads were kept busy for decades 
afterwards, killing as many as 20,000 peo-
ple, with many more dying of ill-treatment 
in unsanitary jails.

The story of the final, tragic days of the 
Spanish Republic has never been told so 
clearly before. With a keen eye for his-
torical detail and a painful sense of the 
human lives at stake, Preston paints a vivid 
portrait of those involved. Betrayed and 
exhausted, Negrín comes across as the best 
of a sorry bunch — and anything but the 
communist-controlled puppet that he has 

sometimes been viewed as. (If Moscow had 
the stranglehold on the Spanish Republic 
that some have claimed, why was Casado’s 
coup so successful in removing the com-
munists?) In the end, the vanity of Casado 
and his supporters combined with the war-
weariness of the Republican side brought 
about a finale much bloodier than it might 
otherwise have been. 

There is an eerie coincidence between 
the events in Spain 77 years ago and the 
current crisis in Syria; parallels between 
the Spanish Civil War and the Syrian con-
flict have been drawn several times. In 
1939, just as with the Syrian refugees today, 
European democracies tried to close the 
door on many thousands of people trying 
to escape, invoking fears that young men 
radicalised by extremist views might invei-
gle their way in. 

As the Syrian war appears to be mov-
ing towards some kind of an ending, such 
is the confusion and multi-dimensional 
nature of the conflict that a bloody, farci-
cal tragedy such as occurred in Spain may 
once again be played out. It is to be hoped 
that a timely reminder of the end of the 
Spanish Republic may go some small way 
to avoiding a repeat of one of history’s 
more depressing chapters.

Mother courage 
Charlotte Moore

Love Like Salt
by Helen Stevenson 
Virago, £14.99, pp. 291, 
ISBN 9780349007793

Helen Stevenson’s daughter Clara has  
cystic fibrosis. Love Like Salt is an account 
of living with the disease, but it is much else 
besides. Stevenson calls it a memoir, because 
it is an intensely personal version of events. 
It is also a scrapbook, a commonplace book, 
a series of meditations, an exercise in self-
scrutiny. It is emphatically not a medical 
handbook.

Stevenson is a writer, translator and 
musician; her husband Nico, ‘the kindest 
man on earth’, is a retired academic and 
translator of poetry. The book is structured 
like a piece of music. I’m too ignorant to 
give you the correct terminology, but there 
are three movements, and all the shorter 
passages branch away from, and then return 
to, the central theme. 

The effect is cumulative. To take just the 
first few pages: a brief preface describing 
cystic fibrosis is followed by the folk tale 
from which the book gets its title; a sketch 
by Clara (now in her teens) of a girl peer-
ing round a door; a quotation from Balzac 
comparing the raising of a child to the cre-
ation of a work of art; a passage in which 
Stevenson sets the scene for the French vil-
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low-brow people tell her can shake that 
perspective: they are simply quite wrong 
about everything, and that’s that. As far 
as her own theories are concerned, she is  
limitlessly credulous, to a degree which 
makes me suspect that she is a cast-iron 
idiot. 

So, for example, she heads to the frowsy 
estates in Luton to confront members of 
the English Defence League. The EDL is 
unique in being the only political move-
ment drawn from the nation’s football 
grounds and having consisted, in its early 
days, almost entirely of hooligans. But it has 
some purchase in Luton, the town where 
it began. Pai speaks to people called stuff 
like ‘Darren’ and condescends to them. 
She finds any antipathy in Luton towards 
immigrants, and especially Muslim immi-
grants, utterly mystifying. She dismisses out 
of hand the statements of those white folk 
living there that they feel like strangers in 
their own land. But Luton is still 68 per cent 
white! she exclaims. (It isn’t: according to 
the 2011 census, it’s 54 per cent white.)

She is mystified, too, at the anger shown 
towards Muslim groups which held dem-
onstrations at which the Union flag was 
set on fire and returning British soldiers 
were told that they would ‘burn in hell’. She 
does not even mention that roughly once a 
week Luton is in the news because a fam-
ily of jihadis has been arrested. Indeed, so 
credulous is this woman that, reading her 
interview with the incendiary Muslim hate-
monger Anjem Choudary, you’d think him 
absolutely charming, twinkly-eyed and lov-
able, and not a bit like the horrible papers 
say he is. 

This is the man who organised those 
Luton demos, is accused of supporting the 
Islamic State, praised the 9/11 bombings, 
believes in death to apostates and so on. ‘As 

lage where most of the ‘action’ takes place; 
a quotation from Anna Akhmatova about 
receiving bad news: ‘And the stone word 
fell/ On my still-living breast.’ After all this, 
the narrative itself begins, the story of the 
tiny baby ‘failing to thrive’, so fragile that 
her mother ‘thought of her as a candle, cup-
ping my hand around her’.

Clara and her younger sister Verity were 
born in London, but Stevenson was in pur-
suit of ‘the idea of France’. As a reader and 
writer, she sought that intangible feeling 
that literature provides — ‘it was the lost 
domain before I ever found it’. Perhaps 
she could write a script for family life that 
could somehow accommodate or neutralise 
the huge fact of Clara’s illness. The attempt 
ultimately fails: ‘I had dreamed of a house, 
a life, a story, but I had chosen wrongly... 
We are often looking for things that do not 
really exist.’

At exactly the time of Clara’s birth,  
Stevenson’s mother began to show the signs 
of the dementia that will soon kill her. The 
way Stevenson interweaves the story of 
her mother’s decline with that of her own 
growing understanding of what it means to 
care for Clara is exquisite. At the heart of 
the book is the story of her involvement in 
a performance of Pergolesi’s Stabat Mater: 

It is a work about grief, female grief, the col-
lective experience of aloneness, and most 
particularly the grief of a mother. Stabat: she 
stood, was standing, the imperfect tense which 
permits no end, she stood and is still standing, 
rooted to the spot, being present to the pain 
of the beloved child.

Life and art are inseparable. While the musi-
cians rehearse, the children play beanbag- 
sledging on the slippery floor.

As the children approach adolescence, 
Clara’s condition repels and unsettles the 
very people who once seemed entranced 
by her. At school, her medicines are tipped 
onto the floor. Parents refuse to let their 
children play with her, as if she were accurs-
ed. Stevenson suspects that she is partly to 
blame for the way the French idyll turns 
sour. Stress reduces her to a ‘state of aliena-
tion and rage’ in which she turns relatively 
trivial slights and misunderstandings into 
‘a plot’. But there is no excusing the din-
ner lady who refuses to let Clara take the 
enzymes without which she cannot digest 
food. The family return to England, to rural 
Somerset and a Quaker school which seems 
to offer both girls a chance to be true to 
themselves.

‘Let your life speak,’ the Quakers say, 
and this is exactly what Helen Stevenson 
has tried to do. The result is an intelligent, 
complex, deeply affecting book about love, 
motherhood, ghosts, music, poetry, sickness, 
health, religion, magical thinking, time, 
place, and the things that get lost in transla-
tion. At the same time, it’s highly readable. 
As Verity says, ‘It’s just a book of stories 
that happen to be about us.’

Everything in  
black and white 
Rod Liddle

Angry White People: Coming Face  
to Face with the British Far Right
by Hsiao-Hung Pai 
Zed Books, £12.99, pp. 384, 
ISBN 9781783606924

This is a quite remarkable book. Badly 
written, devoid of anything even vaguely 
approaching a methodology, patronising, 
hideously mistaken on almost every page 
— and yet it does, inadvertently, answer the 
very question posed in its introduction: why 
are certain sections of the white working 
class so angry about immigration and Islam?

The author is a Taiwanese journalist 
from the metropolitan liberal left. Her MO 
is to venture — ‘bravely’, we are informed 

— into quite the most ghastly areas where 
working-class people live in their decrep-
it social housing, with their beer and their 
tracksuits. Her purpose is to find ‘racists’ 
and inquire as to why they are ‘racist’. And 
yet she is utterly incurious and dismissive 
about their explanations. She believes that 
they have anti-immigration views because 
they have been fed a diet of nasty rac-
ist propaganda by the mainstream media 
— the right-wing press (which means for 
Hsiao-Hung Pai, pretty much every daily 
newspaper except maybe the Guardian, on 
a good day). Nothing any of these beastly 

She sneers when people tell her that 
they are proud of their English  
heritage – or their Britishness 
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Muslims, we reject democracy, we reject sec-
ularism and freedom and human rights. We 
reject all of the things that you espouse as 
being ideals,’ he once said. But for Pai, he’s 
like a cuddly old uncle. And absolutely none 
of this constitutes possible reasons for local 
disquiet. The Lutonians are simply mistak-
en, gulled by the fascist press. 

When people tell her that they are proud 
of their English heritage, or of their Brit-
ishness, she sneers at them (as she admits, 
while interviewing a chap called ‘Viking’ in 
Reading). She lacks even the slenderest ves-
tige of empathy for the people she speaks 
to, finding them pitiable, pathetic and loath-
some — and of course wrong, on every sin-
gle count. 

But you cannot write a serious book 
about why a tiny minority of the white 
working class is drawn to extremist organi-
sations such as the EDL and Britain First 
(and indeed Ukip — all one and the same 
to Pai) if your mind is so resolutely closed. 
And so, as I mentioned in my first para-
graph, this is how she inadvertently does 
provide a kind of answer. The rage felt with-
in many white working-class communities is 
occasioned primarily by bone-headed, arro-
gant, absolutist liberals who insist to them 
— contrary to the evidence — that their 
fears are utterly baseless and should not be 
taken seriously. 

reputation further with a pilgrimage to 
Jerusalem. 

Inevitably, given his family’s status, he 
was drawn into the intrigues of the state; as 
a result, he was exiled for treason in 1398. 
His father died when Henry was abroad 
and Richard II, a self-aggrandising and 
insecure king, grabbed the Duchy of Lan-
caster for himself. So reviled was Richard 
that when Henry returned the following 
year with only a minuscule force he was 
able to raise the country, regain his duchy 
and win the kingdom. Before long, Richard, 
in that established tradition of imprisoned 
English royalty, disappeared, murdered by 
the new king. (He certainly did not expire 
from ‘melancholy’, as official sources put 
out.) Henry had little hereditary claim to  
the throne, but might made right. Ever the 
soldier, his ‘initial instinct had been to claim 
the kingdom by conquest’. 

Like most usurpers, Henry was extreme-
ly sensitive to criticism of his imposed 

regime, as the Cheshire scribe William 
Clerk discovered when he was sentenced 
‘to have his tongue cut out for speaking ill 
of the king, his hand severed for commit-
ting his thoughts to parchment, and his head 
cut off because he was unable to prove his 
allegations’. As Given-Wilson drily adds, 
this ‘was one way to tackle the problem’. 
A no less brutal but cynically clever strata-
gem was to win the church over by the stat-
ute De heretico comburendo of 1401, which 

Pox-ridden and  
power-crazed 
Sean McGlynn

Henry IV
by Chris Given-Wilson 
Yale, £30, pp. 608, 
ISBN 9780300154191

Poor old Henry IV: labelled (probably 
unfairly) as a leper, but accurately as a 
usurper, he has been one of England’s most 
neglected monarchs. He is best known 
through his Shakespearean starring roles — 
which little resembled the real man, accord-
ing to Chris Given-Wilson — and as the 
father of the ultimate warrior-king, Henry 
V, rather than in his own right. Ian Mortim-
er began redressing the balance in 2007; now 
Given-Wilson has produced this meticulous 
and definitive life of the troubled king for 
Yale’s ‘English Monarchs’ series.

Though he was the son of John of Gaunt 
and his heir to the Duchy of Lancaster, Eng-
land’s richest estate, Henry was not guar-
anteed an easy life of privilege. Already a 
successful soldier by the age of 21 (being 
victorious at the battle of Radcot Bridge 
in 1387), he exposed himself to the dan-
gers of life among the Teutonic Knights 
on their harsh Baltic crusade in the 1390s; 
he enhanced his religious (and political)  

Henry was ‘cruelly tormented  
with festering of the flesh... all his  

innards laid open and visible’

decreed the burning of heretics. There was 
a problem with the Lollards, but this law  
enabled Henry to threaten political ene-
mies as heretical ones, against not just the 
king but God. Conveniently, it also helped 
him to secure taxes from the Church.

Having gained the ultimate prize, 
Henry must have wondered if it had been 
worth the effort. As Given-Wilson lucidly 
describes, for seven exhausting years Henry 
had to battle against those who tried either 
to usurp him in turn or to undermine his 
rule: the earls of the Epiphany Rising; the 
Percys, those ‘kings of the North’, who felt 
insufficiently rewarded for helping Henry 
to the throne (their leading light, Hotspur, 
was killed in the bloody battle of Shrews-
bury in 1403); the sermonising tirades and 
rebellion of Richard Scrope, Archbishop 
of York; the huge revolt of that perennial 
Welsh folklore hero Owen Glendower; and, 
as always, the hostility of the Scots and the 
French.

But perhaps his wretched health was his 
greatest challenge. A severe skin condition 
so disfigured him with ‘great pustules’ that 
many deemed it a leprous punishment from 
God for being the first king to execute an 
archbishop (the insurgent Scrope in 1405). 
Severe psoriasis has been suggested, but, 
as Given-Wilson sensibly notes, this cannot 
have been the whole story. Pox and coronary 
thrombosis added to his woes, as did a pro-
lapsed rectum. 

By his early forties, the kingdom was 
secured while his body fell apart: he was 
plagued by gangrenous necrotic ulcers,  and 
contemporaries described him as ‘all sin-
ews and bones’, ‘cruelly tormented with 
festering of the flesh’, ‘completely shrunk-

The coronation of Henry IV by the Master of the Harley Froissart
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A sex vampire on wheels 
William Leith

Stars, Cars and Crystal Meth
by Jack Sutherland  
(as told to John Sutherland) 
Faber, £12.99, pp. 368, 
ISBN 9780571323531

The title of this book tells you a lot. Jack 
Sutherland, who grew up in London and Los 
Angeles, worked as a personal assistant to 
Michael Stipe, the singer in REM and, later, 
to Mickey Rourke. He also worked as a limo 
driver in Hollywood. A drug addict, he grav-
itated toward crystal meth, which can make 
you both wired and horny, sometimes for 
days on end. So we know to expect a particu-
lar brew of glamour, indignity and recrimi-
nation that perhaps some readers (including 
me) have come to enjoy.

Sutherland certainly delivers — with 
 a bit of glamour, an awful lot of indigni-
ty and not too much recrimination. But 
there’s something else going on here. This 
book is a collaboration between Jack the 
addict and his adoptive father John Suther-
land. Jack told his life story to John, and 
John turned Jack’s words into a book. 
Jack is dyslexic. John is the emeritus Lord 
Northcliffe professor of English Litera-
ture at University College, London, and 
the author of many books, including Last 
Drink to LA, the story of his own (raging) 
alcoholism.

So, as you read Jack’s story — the dis-
turbed childhood, the alcoholic father, 
the gay teenage sex, the drugs and so on 
—   you can’t help thinking of John, listen-
ing to Jack, and seeing himself through 

Jack’s eyes. ‘I learned to smell, at a yard’s 
distance, whether there was alcohol on his 
breath. That might well mean a bad night,’ 
says Jack of John.

Jack describes his first sexual experi-
ence. It happened in Griffith Park, in Los 
Angeles: ‘He knelt and went down on me,’ 
says Jack, ‘after slobbering all over me and 
feeling my nipples.’ And then: ‘I jerked him 
off.’ And then: ‘He climaxed.’ And then: 
‘He upped and left.’ Which, surmises Jack, 

must have been because ‘he didn’t want to 
be caught with a 14-year- old’. Reading this, 
you feel for Jack, and also for John. There 
is an echo.

The drugs begin at school. Then there’s 
a suicide attempt. Then Jack gets a job in 
a company that makes rock videos. He 
hooks up with men in the street. (‘On Santa 
Monica, whatever you pick up will have a 
cock.’) Jack is smart and laconic. Or is it that 
John’s version of Jack is smart and lacon-
ic? ‘There’s a third person in the mix —   
Raymond Chandler,’ says John, who says 
he has been influenced by the Chandler 
style. At one point, Jack is discussing the 
porn baron Larry Flynt. ‘You could fill 
Lake Tahoe with the ejaculate the man’s 
inspired,’ he says.

The book moves towards the promised 
disaster. Jack becomes addicted to sex. By 
now a limo driver, he cruises Los Ange-
les at night, looking for action. ‘I was a sex 
vampire on wheels,’ he says. Sex addiction, 
he tells us (and I believe him) is a terrible 
affliction:

Michael Douglas is honest enough to admit 
his addiction in public and those English 
tabloids giggle their balls off. Wrong, wrong, 
wrong. It is, believe me (and I’ve been through 

Bribes, bickering  
and backhanders 
A.D. Miller

The Senility of Vladimir P
by Michael Honig 
Atlantic, £12.99, pp. 336, 
ISBN 9781782398066

The decrepitude of old age is a piteous sight 
and subject. In his second book Michael 
Honig — a doctor-turned-novelist and 
sharp observer of the body’s frailties, and 
the mind’s — zanily explores it through the 
imagined senility of Vladimir Putin, once 
supremely powerful, now struggling to tie 
his laces. The horror, sadness and momen-
tary furies of dementia are all traced in 
Vladimir’s plight, plus the tedium and — 
especially — the bleak comedy. As the story 
opens, he is visited by his successor: ‘I’m 
going to fire that bastard,’ he says. ‘Have we 
got cameras?’ On a lakeside walk he strips 
off for phantom paparazzi. These fiascos 
are parodies of a parody, the actual Putin’s 
macho antics themselves being a pantomime 
of statecraft, staged with an invisible wink, 
as Honig’s send-ups help you to see.

The conceit is that, after serving five 
terms as president and two as prime min-
ister, Vladimir is confined to a dacha out-
side Moscow. He is diligently nursed by 
Sheremetev, a sort of holy fool and possi-
bly the most honest man in Russia, whose 
probity has ‘earned him only laughter and 
contempt’. The patient’s short-term recall 
has evaporated, but, as they often are, his 
distant memories are undimmed, in his 
case involving wars (he has annexed part 
of Belarus), assassinations and rigged elec-
tions. Sheremetev tactfully doesn’t listen to 
his ramblings about kickbacks and shake-
downs, just as he is unaware of the orgy of 
graft his dacha colleagues are conducting: 

‘Crystal meth was love at first gasp. 
I puffed deep and long, and found 

myself totally without pain’

en and wasted by disease… his flesh and 
skin eaten away’ and ‘all his innards laid 
open and visible’. Historians make much of  
John F. Kennedy’s debilitating maladies 
when president, but even his own ‘ragged 
rectum’ (as he described it) and other afflic-
tions do not compare to Henry’s. Despite 
his ‘putrefaction’, Henry refused to relin-
quish power (ignoring the earnest behests 
of his ambitious heir) and soldiered on to 
the end, for a soldier he was to his core. 

Given-Wilson argues cautiously: ‘On the 
scale of the possible for a usurper, Henry 
IV’s achievements ranked high.’Although 
he usurped King Richard, clung tenaciously 
to the throne, and established the Lancas-
trian dynasty for 60 years, it is hard to avoid 
the conclusion that it was power for pow-
er’s sake. Given-Wilson’s belief that, under 
different circumstances, Henry might have 
been a great king holds the realistic prom-
ise of unfulfilled potential. But, even then, 
it is likely that history would direct him 
to the wings, with Owen Glendower and  
Henry V still taking centre-stage. 

A Useful Meeting

I told my friend the date of the next
Meeting at Plumpton knowing he
Wasn’t curious in the least,
Didn’t think I liked the races.
Was it a joke he didn’t see?

I saw the notice from the train.
I knew he thought my tastes suspicious,  
Suggestive of concealed disgraces.
He’d been in wait for any chances
Never to speak to me again.

— Alan Dixon

all three), as destructive an addiction as drink 
or drugs.

Things get worse when Jack tries crys-
tal meth. ‘Love at first gasp. As I grabbed 
the pipe and puffed, deep and long, I found 
myself totally without inhibition. Or, more 
importantly, pain.’ Soon, he is into ‘chem-
sex’, a powerful and terrifying thing. The 
crystal meth triggers a craving for sex, and 
enhances sexual sensations, in a guy who 
was already using sex and drugs separate-
ly as different ways to escape his demons. ‘I 
didn’t want satisfaction,’ says Jack. ‘I want-
ed oblivion. And death.’

What do we learn? Pretty much what 
you’d expect. Drugs are good, then bad. 
‘Addiction is the cunningest thing.’ A com-
pelling story, this. Poor Jack, you keep think-
ing. And, of course, poor John.



S T  G E O R G E ’ S  DAY  T O U R  A N D  
L U N C H  AT  C H A P E L  D OW N

Join us for an intimate and exclusive Spectator lunch at Chapel Down’s vineyards and winery in Kent. On your visit you will be 
accompanied by Chapel Down’s head winemaker, Josh Donaghay-Spire, and The Spectator’s drinks editor, Jonathan Ray.

Chapel Down is England’s leading wine producer, offering a world-class range of sparkling and still wines, together with an  
award-winning range of Curious beer and cider produced using winemaking expertise.

12.30: A guided tour of the Chapel Down vineyards and winery.

You will learn about the production of English wines, the winemaking philosophy of Chapel Down and the intricate traditional 
process of sparkling wine production. 

13.30: Chapel Down drinks reception followed by a six-course tasting menu paired with Chapel Down wines at the Swan Wine 
Kitchen, a two AA Rosette and Michelin Bib Gourmand restaurant.

T H E  C H A P E L  D OW N  W I N E RY, T E N T E R D E N  V I N E YA R D,  
S M A L L  H Y T H E  R OA D, T E N T E R D E N, K E N T  T N 3 0  7 N G

S AT U R DAY  2 3  A P R I L  |  M I D DAY  |  £ 1 2 0

F O R  F U RT H E R  I N F O R M AT I O N  A N D  T O  B O O K
W W W. S P E C TAT O R . C O. U K / C H A P E L D OW N 
0 2 0  7 9 6 1  0 2 4 3



the spectator | 19 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 41

‘Like fish gorging themselves on a whale’s 
flesh even while the whale was still alive.’

Two developments shock him from his 
innocence. War erupts between Stepanin the 
cook — a fine comic creation almost as pro-
fane as Vladimir, who is trying to amass the 
capital to open a ‘Russian fusion’ restaurant 
— and the housekeeper over mark-ups on 
poultry supplies. Even Sheremetev cannot 
ignore the stench from the carcasses that 
are the conflict’s symbolic collateral dam-
age. Second, his beloved nephew is arrested 
for insubordination. The bribe-price of his 
freedom is $300,000. Despairingly, Sherem-
etev begins to eye Vladimir’s watch collec-
tion, to rationalise and to eavesdrop.

This is not a post-Putin dystopia in the 
manner of Vladimir Sorokin; Honig is 
not much interested in the future. Rather, 
like some novels by Mikhail Bulgakov — 
one of Russia’s own great doctor-authors 
— his satire is an inflection and com-
mentary on contemporary reality. In it 
he shows as sure a grasp of the guts of  
kleptocracy, with all its mutual blackmail 
and spoils-sharing, as of the tragicomedy 
of age. And by exploring how far a per-
son remains responsible for his past, and 
how forgivable it becomes, amid its screw-
ball rage this very funny book is also an  
unexpectedly touching one.

Among the snobs,  
slobs and scolds  
Andrew Barrow

Better Living Through Criticism:  
How to Think about Art, Pleasure, 
Beauty and Truth
by A.O. Scott 
Cape, £12.99, pp. 277, 
ISBN 9781910702550

The author of this jam-packed treasure 
trove has been a film critic at the New York 
Times since 2000 and is also professor of 
film criticism at Wesleyan University. As if 
these platforms weren’t enough, he’s now 
written a book about the tangled worlds of 
films, books, music, paintings and criticism, 
dragging in Aristotle, Pope, Plato, Matthew 
Arnold, Isaiah Berlin and millions of oth-
ers — but not, alas, my former next-door 
neighbour, the wonderfully controversial 
Brian Sewell.

Crammed in alongside George Orwell’s 
‘All writers are vain, selfish and lazy’ and 
H. L. Mencken’s ‘Literature always thrives 
best in an atmosphere of hearty strife,’ 
the author’s own views often hit hardest. 
‘Music,’ he tells us, ‘is to art what its cousin 
mathematics is to science.’ The Hollywood 
studios are ‘hotbeds of corporate greed’ 
and newspapers ‘have been swamps of 
mendacity and corruption from the start’. 

‘Our creativity,’ he believes, ‘originates in 
anguish and longing’ — and education ‘has 
a soul-killing effect on art’.

He’s even better on the thorny issue 
of finding fault and bestowing praise, and 
jokily dismissive of us weirdos, slobs, snobs, 
scolds and losers — his words — who do 
these things to earn the occasional crust. 
‘Is criticism the snake in the garden?’ he 
asks, and then complicates it by pronounc-
ing: ‘A work of art is itself a piece of crit-
icism.’ Bolstered by Oscar Wilde’s ‘It’s 
more difficult to talk about a thing than 
to do it’ and Susan Sontag’s ‘To interpret 
is to impoverish’, he heartily agrees with  
T.S. Eliot’s opinion that, as long ago as 
1921, we were already living in a speaker’s 
corner of ‘contending and contentious ora-
tors’. Since then, he tells us, ‘The disease 
has gotten worse... There is just too damn 
much of it.’

Oh dear, oh dear. And now we’re in 
the digital media age, the ‘blogosphere’ or 
what the author calls ‘a forest of modern 
cultural abundance’ — though it may be 
some consolation to know that back in the 
1890s our ancestors felt equally unhappy 
about the arrival of ‘telegraphic commu-
nication’; or that only a few decades later, 
the advent of cinema sound caused the 
German aesthetician Rudolf Arnheim to 
argue that the art of film had now begun 
to wither away. ‘The whole infrastructure 
of literacy,’ we’re now told, ‘is in danger of 
vaporising’ — though not from the point of 
view of an Underground traveller like me, 
often squeezed beside a dozen other pas-
sengers glued to their books. 

Though painfully highbrow at times, 
at others the author’s self-mocking sub-
clause-rich conversational prose (could 
some of it have been written in his uni-
versity canteen?) is reinforced by sever-
al spoof interviews with himself. And the 

result is often deeply rewarding. A chap-
ter on the ‘sprawling warehouse’ of the 
Louvre is particularly amusing. Scott even 
bothers to describe the long queues to get 
into this ‘cosmos of modern global tour-
ism’. He goes on to claim that the Mona 
Lisa’s fame far outshines its worth, and 
then complicates matters by quoting Wal-
ter Pater’s remark that the world’s most 
famous picture is actually a ‘portrait of 
modern civilisation’.

In another chapter, he has gripping 
things to say about the ‘calendar of crimes’ 
attributed to critics, not least, of course, the 
death of the 25-year-old John Keats, which 
certainly makes me want to read this poet 
again to see if John Gibson Lockhart’s bru-
tal dismissal of his work had any justifica-
tion at all.

Though full of obvious truths like ‘Art 
can make you feel different’, this book 
doesn’t really describe how the process 
works or, indeed, how criticism can make 
your life better. Scott overlooks the fact that 
most critics are authors in their own right, 
only touches on restaurant reviewing at the 
last moment, doesn’t mention tap-dancing 
at all or say a single word about picture-
framing, which can surely make or break a 
work of art. He also steadfastly avoids the 
topic of whether friends should review each 
other’s works. 

I have never met Professor Scott, but I 
trust that he will take my little grumbles 
in his stride and, above all, remember Wil-
liam Blake’s remark that opposition is true 
friendship. Who knows, perhaps one day 
we’ll be friends and he’ll give me an equal-
ly mixed review for my first film?

I must re-read Keats to see if John 
Gibson Lockhart’s brutal dismissal  

of his work had any justification at all

Did criticism 
kill John Keats? 
Sketch by Joseph 
Severn of the poet 
in his last illness
GETTY IMAGES
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Rebel angels
The reverence for those involved in the Easter Rising is evident in 

an exhibition devoted to its centenary, says Harry Mount

This is the first exhibition I’ve been 
to where the Prime Minister joined 
the hacks at the press view. A week 

after the Irish general election, the Taoise-
ach, Enda Kenny, came to the biggest show 
in Ireland devoted to the centenary of the 
Easter Rising. Kenny’s presence at the press 
launch just goes to show how the Irish rebel-
lion against British rule at Easter 1916 is still 
the defining story of modern Ireland.

In fact, the Easter Rising was a pretty 
good failure, although I didn’t suggest that 
to the Prime Minister at the press view. 
The rebellion lasted only six days before it 
was put down by the British army. Other 
attacks on British barracks in Meath, Gal-
way and Wexford didn’t get very far either. 
Planned attacks in Cork, Tyrone and Don-
egal never happened. And Irish independ-
ence didn’t come until 1922, after the War 
of Independence.

But, still, the Easter Rising is treated with 
a holy reverence — partly because it hap-
pened in Easter Week in a devout country; 
more because of the brutal treatment of the 
rebels. Sixteen of them were executed — 
and they quickly became political martyrs, 
tinged with a semi-religious aura.

That reverence for the Rising and its 
leaders is what makes this comprehensive 
show so gripping. What had been a fair-
ly small-scale rebellion was immediate-
ly treated as the definitive spiritual battle 
on an island soaked for centuries with the 
blood of thousands, from dozens of bat-
tles. As a result, the 300 objects in this show 
were also immediately treated with the rev-
erence shown to religious relics. And what 

an exceptional, captivating collection of rel-
ics they are.

Some of them have the inevitable maca-
bre fascination of things associated with 
fighting and death. One oddly heart-stop-
ping object is a cricket bat from Elvery’s 
shop window on Sackville Street, which was 
caught up in the shooting and looting that 
began on the afternoon of Easter Monday. 
Hit by the crossfire, the bat still has a bullet 
lodged in it.

After the Rising, the most everyday 
things took on a holy green hue, among them 
the blocks of metal print used for the ‘Proc-
lamation of the Irish Republic’. Even the 
printers’ huge battered table, on which they 
laid out the print, is on show. Nearby is the 
holiest of holies — the green flag, with ‘Irish 
Republic’ in gold Celtic letters, which flew 
from the flagpole of the General Post Office 
on O’Connell Street (then Sackville Street), 
the headquarters of the Rising’s leaders. 
Captured by soldiers of the Royal Irish Reg-
iment, the flag was given to George V, before 
it was donated to the Irish government in 
1966 on the Rising’s 50th anniversary.

The poignant story of the 200,000 Irish-
men who fought in the first world war for 
a nation their countrymen were rebelling 
against is movingly and objectively told. 
One extraordinary surviving artefact is a 
handwritten poster erected by Germans 
opposite the trenches of the Royal Mun-
ster Fusiliers on the Western Front during 
the uprising. ‘Irishmen!’ the German post-
er reads in stilted English, ‘Heavy uproar in 
Ireland, English guns are firing at your wifes 
[sic] and children!’

That poster was lent to the exhibition by 
the Queen — a sign of how much Anglo-
Irish relations have improved in recent 
years. The Queen’s trip to Ireland in 2011 
was the first visit of a British monarch there 
in a century.

And it wasn’t so long ago that the Irish 
contribution to Allied efforts in the first 
world war was kept extremely quiet. The 
history of the Irishmen at the Western Front 
during the Easter Rising is recorded without 
judgment; most stirringly through the ciga-
rette case of Harry Mitchelson, a 20-year-old 
cinema projectionist in Phibsborough, Dub-
lin, who joined the West Yorkshire Regi-
ment in September 1915. The inscription 
on the case reads, ‘With best wishes. From 
the Proprietor and Staff of the Bohemian 
Picture Theatre, Dublin. Sept 11th 1915.’ 
Fifteen months after reaching the Front, 
Mitchelson was dead.

Naturally, the exhibition is extreme-
ly green overall, as you’d expect of a show 
devoted to the national event of a country 
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however disposable, immediately assumed 
hallowed status.

The setting of the exhibition played its 
part in the Easter Rising, too. The National 
Museum of Ireland is housed in the Collins 
Barracks — named after Michael Collins, 
the Irish revolutionary leader who fought at 
the Easter Rising and was later killed in the 

Irish Civil War. In fact, the vast, spare, clas-
sical barracks were originally built in 1702 
for the British army. This was where Wolfe 
Tone, hero of the Irish Rebellion of 1798, 
was imprisoned and court-martialled. And 
it was a crucial British army barracks during 
the Easter Rising.  

Everywhere you walk through Dublin’s 
Georgian streets, you are reminded of the 
city’s British past. Still, a century after the 
Easter Rising, the rebellion has now passed 
from living memory into history. It’s striking 

Irish Citizen Army 
soldiers on rooftops 
in Dublin before the 
Easter Rising of 1916

Even the prison biscuits given to the 
jailed rebels assumed hallowed status

in its national museum. But there is no tub-
thumping, or any unpleasant jingoism. It cov-
ers the British soldiers at the Easter Rising, 
too, not least the Georgius Rex, the British 
Home Guard, known by Dubliners as the 
‘Gorgeous Wrecks’, thanks to their advanced 
age. There was outrage in Dublin when one 
Gorgeous Wreck, Francis Browning, 47, was 
shot, unarmed, on returning from a training 
day. From then on, the rebels ordered that 
only armed soldiers should be targeted.

The aftermath of the Rising is just as 
comprehensively treated, not least through 
the nun’s outfit worn by one rebel, Liam 
Mellows, as he fled Ireland for America. 
The most revered of all the carefully pre-
served relics are items used by the rebels 
imprisoned after the failed rebellion. 
Among them is the tablecloth that covered 
the table on which Mass was celebrated by 
prisoners in Dublin’s Richmond Barracks. 
Even the prison biscuits given to jailed 
rebels have survived — the ultimate sign 
that anything associated with the Rising, 

that, even though the Prime Minister came to 
the show, the first questions the press asked 
were about last month’s general election, not 
the Rising itself. The Rising remains Ireland’s 
most important historical event; it is no long-
er its number-one modern political issue.

At Dublin airport, I even saw a poster for 
an Easter Rising bus trip, ‘The 1916 Tour — 
Beyond Barricades: a dramatic, theatrical 
tour. . .  with performances by award-win-
ning theatre company Anu Productions.’ 
You couldn’t have made a tourist attraction 
out of the Easter Rising until very recently.

Still, only this month, dissident repub-
licans stuck a bomb under a prison offic-
er’s car in east Belfast. The Police Service 
of Northern Ireland said it was worried 
about republicans stepping up their attacks 
to mark the Rising’s centenary. The shock 
waves of 1916 haven’t settled quite yet.

‘Proclaiming a Republic: The 1916 Rising’ is 
at the National Museum of Ireland, Dublin. 
Closed Mondays, except Easter Monday.
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Exhibitions 
Repeat prescription 
Martin Gayford

In the Age of Giorgione
Royal Academy, until 5 June

Bruegel in Black & White: Three 
Grisailles Reunited
Courtauld Gallery, until 8 May

Light, Time, Legacy: Francis Towne’s 
Watercolours of Rome
British Museum, until 14 August

Walter Sickert was once shown a room full of 
paintings by a proud collector, who had pur-
chased them on the understanding that they 
were authentic Sickerts. The painter took one 
look around, then announced genially, none of 
these are mine, ‘But none the worse for that!’ 
Were Giorgione to return to life, and take a 
stroll around the Sackler Galleries at the 
Royal Academy, he might echo those words.

Few of the works on show, in all prob-
ability, were actually executed by Giorgione, 
but they are none the less magnificent for 
that. This is — wisely — not an exhibition 
that attempts to reassemble the artistic per-

‘Christ and the woman taken in adultery’, 1565, by Pieter Bruegel the Elder
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sonality of that enigmatic figure (there have 
been quite a few of those over the years). It 
is concerned with a moment, one of the most 
fascinating in Western art.

Multiple influences came together in Ven-
ice in the first decade of the 16th century — 
those of Leonardo and Albrecht Dürer, both 
of whom briefly passed through La Serenis-
sima, of classical antiquity and of the local 
maestro Giovanni Bellini. Out of this came a 
novel way of working — at once more softly 
and more boldly — in oil paint, often on can-
vas. Here, more than in Rome, Bruges or Flor-
ence, began the grand European tradition 
that runs from Rembrandt and Velázquez 
through to Manet and Freud. Portraiture, 
landscape and the female nude started to 
become dominant subjects. In the exhibition, 
three rooms are devoted more or less to por-
traits, and one to landscape (though always 
populated by a few figures). And in the mid-
dle of it all, somewhere, was Giorgione.

The curators have put together an exhibi-
tion that is so rich it’s worth visiting not just 
once, but returning to several times. Among 
the attractions is a series of masterpieces by 
the young Titian, who dominates the long 
gallery assigned to religious paintings with 
three big, confident works painted around 
1510. At the age of 20 or so he already had 
the quality of fleshy vigour that he retained 

to the end of his career more than six dec-
ades later. ‘Christ and the Adulteress’ and 
‘Jacopo Pesaro Being Presented by Pope 
Alexander VI to St Peter’ seem to announce, 
as they were probably intended to, that there 
was a new genius in town.

A little altarpiece from the Prado (c.1509–
10) is more Giorgione-like, in that the figures 
seem lost in their own thoughts, giving the 
picture a marvellously contemplative mood. 
Even so, it has a robustness that clearly sig-
nals ‘Titian’. This, like several pictures on 
show, was once attributed to Giorgione. Oth-

ers are now assigned to Cariani, an artist with 
a hard-edged, sharply realist style — good at 
portraits, a bit hopeless when more imagina-
tion was required. There’s a delightful little 
Lorenzo Lotto of St Jerome mortifying him-
self in a landscape of gnarled rocks — in fact, 
lovely things on every wall. 

Quite a number of works on show are 
not definitely assigned to anyone — and 
none the worse for that. You quickly learn 
that, in the language of labels, ‘Attributed 
to Giorgione’ means ‘Very likely not’, and 
‘Giorgione’ means ‘Possibly by Big George 

The Giorgione show is so rich it’s 
worth visiting not just once, but 

returning to several times
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Dance 
Second thoughts 
Ismene Brown

Akram Khan Company — Kaash
Sadler’s Wells

Rosas — Golden Hours (As You Like 
It)
Sadler’s Wells

You revisit an old love with wariness. Time’s 
passed for both of you — sharp edges have 
been smoothed, and reputations built. 
But seeing Kaash again last week, Akram 
Khan’s tremendous debut ensemble work, 
made when he was 26, revived at Sadler’s 
Wells now that he is 41 and a world name, I 
felt the earth move just as before.

Like Athene, born fully armed from 
Zeus’s head, Kaash leapt astonishingly out 
of the modest, watchful mind of Khan, then 
a superb classical Indian soloist embarking 
on his first choreography for other dancers. 
One of the great pleasures of this past fort-
night for a veteran dancegoer has been see-
ing his dazzling piece again days before the 
latest creation of his former mentor, Bel-
gian choreographer Anne Teresa De Keers-
maeker, now 55. The two dancemakers have 
in common a nervous attraction to the place 
of percussive rhythm and time statements 
in dance, in both textures of phrasing and in 
overarching themes. And, contra those scep-
tics who postulate that contemporary chore-
ographers can offer no specific language to 
challenge the academic vocabulary of ballet, 
here were two danceworks showing instant-
ly recognisable physical signature and grand 
imagination, like it or not. Not, comes into 
discussion of the De Keersmaeker, but more 
of that in a minute.

The Hindi word kaash means ‘if. . . ’. 
Schooled in the dynamic north Indian 
danceform Kathak (a dance tradition more 
than 2,000 years old), Wimbledon-born 
Khan stepped out with an epic inspired by 
Shiva myths of creation and destruction and 
of a ‘multiverse’ of alternative worlds.

In keeping with the theme, Khan and 
his composer Nitin Sawhney destroyed and 
recreated parts of the 2002 work for their 
2016 dancers — and yet if anything the fiery 
emotiveness and apocalyptic mystery of the 
original is intensified. The drama explodes in 
your face from the first: a lone man staring 
into darkness is subsumed in the cacopho-
nous fiery-red eruption of a cohort of danc-
ers remorselessly scything across the ground 
with huge, jagged drags of the arms. The need 
for dreams, the beautiful violence of imagi-
nation and the lure of death are all encapsu-
lated in the thrilling opening moments, and 
these true themes are not let down during 
the piece’s 55 minutes.

Central to the imagery is  Anish 

Himself’. It is folly to play the attribution 
game, partly because it’s not the point of the 
show, partly because it’s impossible (Ber-
nard Berenson noted that ‘every critic has 
his own private Giorgione’, which is still 
true). But I couldn’t resist.

By my count there are three indubitable 
Giorgiones at the RA. The ‘Terris’ ‘Portrait 
of a Man’ in the first room, the dawn land-
scape ‘Il Tramonto’ — or the part of it not 
by a 20th century restorer — and the pic-
ture of an aged woman carrying the message 
‘Col Tempo’ in the last. Each of these gently 
dominates everything else in its room. They 
are naturalistic in the manner of the Dürer 
portraits on display, but have a delicate, airy, 
living quality that is distinctively Italian. In 
other words, they are right at the centre of 
European painting, at the point where North-
ern and Southern traditions come together. 
That’s why Giorgione was so important.

By chance there are also just three 
authentic works by a great artist on show 
in Bruegel in Black & White at the Cour-
tauld Gallery. There is unlikely ever to be 
a blockbuster devoted to Pieter Bruegel 
the Elder, for the unusual reason that one 
always exists in the room at Kunsthistor-
ishes Museum, Vienna, where most of his 
great works are hung. But the Courtauld 
has put together a micro exhibition bring-

ing together all Bruegel’s surviving works in 
grisaille — that is, monochrome: ‘Christ and 
the woman taken in adultery’ from its own 
collection, ‘The Death of the Virgin’ from 
Upton House, and a little panel of three sol-
diers from the Frick.

What this reveals is Bruegel’s extreme 
subtlety and finesse. Working on an almost 
miniature scale, with a limited palette — 
with only a few notes of brownish grey for 

warmth — he created space, complex drama 
and texture. The copies and imitations on 
view — even by his talented son Jan Brue-
ghel the Elder — only demonstrate the inde-
finable extra quality in the originals.

Francis Towne’s watercolours of Rome, 
on show at the British Museum, depict a 
city at once familiar and unfamiliar. Most 
of the monuments Towne visited are still 
there, but when he drew them — using, one 
would guess, a portable camera obscura — 
they were luxuriantly overgrown with veg-
etation and almost empty of tourists (even 
grand ones). The best of them constitute a 
sort of virtual time travel, taking you back 
to the Coliseum or looking over the rooftops 
towards St Peter’s 230 years ago.
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‘La Vecchia’, c.1506, by Giorgione

It is folly to play the attribution game, 
but I couldn’t resist
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Cinema 
Building block 
Deborah Ross

High-Rise
15, Nationwide

High-Rise is Ben Wheatley’s adaptation of 
J.G. Ballard’s novel, and it is deeply unpleas-
ant, if not deeply, deeply unpleasant. (Ide-
ally, I would wish to repeat ‘deeply’ several 
hundred times, but I do not have the space.)  
Based on the dystopian notion of tower-
block residents regressing into a primitive 
state once societal norms and the class struc-
ture are removed, it sounded promising, like 
an adult mirroring of Lord of the Flies. But 
Wheatley is so in love with his own visual 
style and excesses that all allegory and sat-
ire is lost while the violence escalates and 
women are beaten then raped. Misogy-
ny with social commentary comments on 
misogyny, but without that it’s just misog-
yny served up for its entertainment value. 
That said, after the screening I shared a lift 
with a group of young men who declared it 
all ‘absolutely brilliant’, so you pays your 
money and takes your pick, although if you 
pays your money for this, I will think rather 
less of you.

The novel was written in 1975, which is 
when this is set, and it opens with the tower 
block’s newest resident, Dr Robert Laing 
(Tom Hiddleston), who is sitting on his bal-
cony, blood-splattered and eating dog. The 
action flashes back three months to the day 
Laing first moved in. How did he end up that 
blood-splattered and eating dog? I wanted 
to know. So this seemed promising too.

Kapoor’s mesmerising backcloth, a blurred 
rectangular void framed in white, which, 
washed and drenched in colours by light-
ing designer Aideen Malone, can appear to 
be a portal into the unknown, or a wall of 
fire, or a vanishing illusion. The floor is a 
blood-red carpet, or chequered like a jas-
mine-yellow quilt, which transmutes the 
wheeling dancers into celestials bouncing 
on air.

The marvellous deep focus of Kapoor’s 
vision mitigates the sentimental eclecticism 
of Sawhney’s lightweight musical frame to 
the work, decorating it with everything from 
whispers and heavy breathing to gamelans 
and plainchant.

From his five dancers, austerely dressed, 
Khan constantly conjures suggestive forma-
tions, each telling of a particular dynamic 
relationship: one with four, or opposed by 
four; one confronting one, or one with one; 
mass martellato lines against blurry melt-
ings-away, while the light plays tricks on your 
eyes. An exhausting, frantic solo for a woman 
in ultra-dark-blue light becomes a nadir of 
lostness, stilled by the sentinel appearing at 
the window. There is omen, there is release. 

It’s the work of a blessed young talent, and 
the revision is tauter but no less wondrous. 
Bouquets to each of the five dancers.

De Keersmaeker’s reputation as the 
grande dame of European contempo-
rary dance enables her to think along lines 
unthinkable in Britain. Golden Hours (As 
You Like It) is the polar opposite of Kaash 
in its uncompromised plainness — near-
ly two and a half interval-less hours long, 
largely in silence, with no costumes or set, 
and only minimal clues to what it’s about. At 
which point you might say, enough already, 
it’s not as I like it.

On the contrary, among the myriad 
Shakespeare danceworks this is one of 
impressive boldness, both faithful to the 
sourcework and yet absolutely original. 
The dozen dancers have each learned As 
You Like It’s lines and their dance is almost 
a casual dance-mime of all the comedy’s 
roles. Lines from the play and Brian Eno’s 
1975 song ‘Golden Hours’ (from Another 
Green World) sporadically add signposts, 
but in fact this is an unusually dance-
friendly plot, full of youthful physicality 
— wrestling, loveplay, cross-dressing, and 
homoerotic banter between long-haired 
boy Rosalind and rugged Orlando in his 
sequinned sneakers.

Like Khan, De Keersmaeker frames 
her dance within a larger time signature: 
the ensemble moving in almost impercepti-
ble slow motion, as if the earth is turning. 
Despite being dressed down indistinguish-
ably in T-shirts and jeggings, they are dis-

Among myriad Shakespeare 
danceworks this is one that is both 
faithful and yet absolutely original

tinguishable as the comedy’s characters 
through their performing and their choreog-
raphy, as gleeful as skaters, hunkering down, 
spiralling around each other and through 
each other, fresh in emotion. De Keers-
maeker, who also debuted in memorable 
style, has stayed a 30-year course.

‘Oh, God! Not another grey one.’

We move with Laing into the build-
ing which, we discover, is strictly divided 
along class lines although how this relates 
to what’s happening in the wider world we 
don’t know, as we’re never told. The poor 
working classes inhabit the lower floors.  
Laing is somewhere in the middle. One floor 
above lives Charlotte (Sienna Miller), a sin-
gle mother. Below lives TV documentary 
maker Richard Wilder (Luke Evans) and his 
wife, Helen (Elisabeth Moss). The top floors 
are reserved for the élite and Mr Royal (Jer-
emy Irons), who resides in an opulent pent-
house with his wife (Keeley Hawes) and 
her horse (A Horse). The men, by the way, 
are referred to by their surnames — Laing!, 
Royal!, Wilder! — while the women don’t 
count like that. They only exist in relation 
to the men.

The imagery is initially arresting. The 
block itself is brutalist with a disturbing con-
crete outcrop at the top. The retro interiors 
are hyper-stylised and wonderful, with their 
shag carpets and op-art wallpapers. There is 
a fantastically decadent party, held on the 
top floor. As for the soundtrack, it’s often 
instrumental versions of Abba, which I can 
live with. But Wheatley does not communi-
cate. Aside from a few power cuts affecting 
the lower floors, he does not communicate 
class tension, or even how this caste system 
works, day to day. (I haven’t read the novel, 
but have read about the novel, and Ballard 
is detailed on this. For example, the higher 
up you are, the closer you can park your car, 
but we’re not told any of this either.) I was 
desperate for exposition, for the first time 
ever, but Wheatley’s directorial style plung-
es the characters into various situations 
while we’re simply expected to get on with 
it, if we can.

And I could not. Wheatley’s not much 
interested in the narrative, so it’s frequent-
ly incoherent, and he’s not much interested 
in the characters, whom he doesn’t fix in 
our minds. (I had terrible problems figur-
ing out who was who, particularly with the 
subsidiary characters, and didn’t care about 
any of them.) Also, no one starts out ‘nor-
mal’ and then degenerates, which would at 
least provide some kind of arc — they’re 
all doolally and hateful in the first instance. 
This is Wheatley’s first major film — after 
Kill List and Sightseers — and while it does 
visit some very dark places, it doesn’t have 
anything to say about inequality or social 
disorder or capitalism or anything at all. 
Instead, the tone is one of overegged farce, 
while the visuals fetishize the mounting 
rubbish, the marauding gangs, the explo-
sions of violence, the dogs that are either 
drowned or barbecued, and the woman 
(Charlotte) who is brutally beaten prior to 
being raped, then ends up with Mr Royal 
on the top floor. (Why? No idea.) Laing, 
meanwhile, gets to have sex with both 
Helen and Charlotte, because, you know, 
what are they there for, otherwise?
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Theatre 
Time out of mind 
Lloyd Evans

The Maids
Trafalgar Studios, until 21 May

Luce
Southwark Playhouse, until 2 April 

The Maids is a fascinating document. Writ-
ten in 1947, Jean Genet’s drama portrays 
a pair of serving girls who enact sexually 
loaded fantasies while dressed in the clothes 
of their employer, Madame, whose mur-
der they are secretly plotting. This macabre 
sketch still resonates because it analyses and 
presages the key social transition of the 20th 
century, namely the overthrow of privilege 
by the underclass. And it boasts extra layers 
of erotic chic because the sexually inquisi-
tive maids are sisters and because Genet 
suggested that the girls might be played by 
men in drag. This delicate, subtle work is as 
firmly rooted in its historical era as anoth-
er classic political allegory, Animal Farm, to 
which it bears some similarities.

Jamie Lloyd has based his update on two 
bold decisions. The 20th century didn’t hap-
pen. And Genet will function perfectly well 
if we pretend he’s a modern scribbler. The 
difficulty is that nobody has servants any 
more except billionaires and celebrities so 
Lloyd flies the script out to California (or 
somewhere like that) and parachutes the 
maids into the opulent mansion of a squawk-
ing super-rich parasite. Actually, it’s not that 
opulent as there’s no furniture. The action 
is played on a rostrum with multicoloured 
floor tiles overhung by a wooden canopy 
on stilts, which resembles a box in a muse-
um. Denuding the stage of domestic detail 
removes any air of transgression or excite-
ment as the girls cavort and pose in Mad-
ame’s borrowed silks. Nor is there any sense 
of anxiety that Madame might appear at any 
moment and discover them at their sport. 

Blaring lights and thumping music cre-
ate a vapid MTV atmosphere, which further 
distances us from the point and substance 
of Genet’s original. And yet some vestigial 
traces remain. The sisters claim to be devout 
Catholics who nightly pray on bended knee. 
And they wear black and white ‘French 
Maid’ outfits, which these days are favoured 
only by webcam starlets catering to a niche 
market of bedsit self-satisfiers. Madame 
(Laura Carmichael, doing her best) is sup-
posed to be wealthy but her style is more 
Primark shoplifter than West Coast trophy 
wife. She swishes around in a nylon eruption 
of fake squirrel fur that looks as if it might 
burst into flames if it brushed against a light 
switch. And the casting creates further need-
less mischief. Carmichael, pushing 30, is the 
same age as the pair playing the maids and 

Opera 
Original sin 
Michael Tanner

Boris Godunov
Royal Opera, in rep until 5 April

The Royal Opera has bitten the bullet so 
far as Musorgsky’s Boris Godunov goes, 
and opted to stage the original 1869 version, 
with no modifications or additions from his 
revised 1874 edition, which used to be called 
‘definitive’ but which seems to be under a 
cloud nowadays. Rimsky-Korsakov’s ver-
sion has been pushed right to the back of the 
doghouse, so that it might soon be revived 
for its historical interest. Before I launch 
into my praise of the new production, which 
is an unqualified triumph, I would like to 
register some reservations about the work 
itself, in any of its versions.

It’s routinely said that the hero of the 
opera is not Boris but the Russian people, 
tormented and downtrodden as they have 
always been and still are. As portrayed 
unflinchingly by Musorgsky and his source 
Pushkin, they are credulous of the latest 
rumours, especially nasty ones, quick to 
change sides, prone to bullying the less well-
abled, in fact very much what crowds are, 
but hardly qualified to be called heroic. That 
is no doubt an accurate view of them, and it 
does what Musorgsky surely wanted to do, 
and that is to show the human condition as 
hopeless, cheerless, interesting only insofar 
as we have an appetite for misery.

Boris himself is not to any degree hero-
ic: our first glimpse of him is as unwilling 
to become Tsar, and his opening address to 
the people is so downbeat that it’s amaz-
ing that they celebrate his coronation so 
exuberantly — this is marvellously done in 
this new production, the chorus electrifying 
and bells pealing out seemingly throughout 
the theatre. In the synopsis provided in the 
programme, after the account of the cel-
ebrations, we get in italics (meaning that 
this part of the story is not included in the 
opera), ‘Years pass. Boris proves to be a 
good and wise ruler. Under his rule Rus-
sia prospers for some years.’ But there is 
no depiction of this. The next time we see 
Boris, after his coronation, he is in the fam-
ily circle but in low spirits, since Russia is 

undergoing a slump. He turns out to be a 
sympathetic family man, proud of his son’s 
knowledge of geography, but as soon as 
he becomes meditative, in his great mono-
logue ‘I have attained the highest power’, 
anguish and guilt set in, and he is easily per-
suaded by the oily Shuisky to hallucinate 
the past, and that is all we see of him, until 
he asks the Holy Fool to pray for him, and 
then follows the death scene, again very 
low-key in the original version. 

I really can see no reason for keeping 
to this austere text, when, without diffusing 
interest, the 1874 revision contains so much 
marvellous music. Talking with the Stravin-
skys and Robert Craft in 1966, W.H. Auden 
proposed the category of the anti-opera 
opera, and Boris is certainly a leading candi-
date, along with From the House of the Dead 
and (Auden proposed) Pelléas et Mélisande. 
It has none of the winning qualities that 

opera-lovers love, and is rather a test of 
devotion to the grim unvarnished truth than 
to any kind of allure.

Bryn Terfel, singing his first Boris, is 
heroic to the extent that he makes Boris 
as colourless and uncharismatic a charac-
ter as possible. I’m sure this is intentional, 
and a tribute to his extraordinary artistic 
integrity. Lacking the blackness of the great 
Borises of the past, above all Boris Christ-
off and Nikolai Ghiaurov in living memory, 
his softer-grained voice expresses shades 
of torment and uncertainty that make him 
a less commanding but more moving fig-
ure than we might expect. The whole cast 
displays a fanatical selflessness, with the 
exception of John Tomlinson, himself a 
Boris of distinction, who here hams it up 
gloriously as the drunken monk Varlaam. 
John Graham-Hall repeats his gruesome 
Shuisky from ENO’s similarly grim produc-
tion of 2008, though he has now taken his 
wheedling so far that he sounds as if he is 
singing Mime in Siegfried. Pimen, the ency-
clopaedic monk, is skilfully taken by Ain 
Anger, and the Pretender, who hardly reg-
isters in this version, is David Butt Philip, a 
good singer but looking like an ingenuous 
boy scout. 

The whole thing is brilliantly timed and 
executed by Antonio Pappano, one of his 
finest achievements at the Royal Opera. 
Richard Jones produces a two-layered affair, 
upstairs a tireless re-enaction of Dmitry’s 
murder — the programme states, ‘We advise 
that it is not suitable for children under the 
age of 12 years’ (does the writer of that ever 
watch TV?) — while below every scene but 
one is drained of colour, an assault of drab-
ness. But every dramatic point is registered 
to the full, and the work was received with 
what seemed like awe.

The 1869 version is more a test of 
devotion to the grim unvarnished 
truth than to any kind of allure

The performances are all over the 
place too. Hiddleston, our Eton boy of 
the moment, is perfectly fine, if somewhat 
detached, but Evans? It’s as if Oliver Reed 
has gone mad. And now I am running out of 
space so can only say if this is an adaptation 
of Ballard’s book as is, then it’s a vile book, 
and if it isn’t, then Wheatley has somehow 
made it vile. Either way, High-Rise is deeply, 
deeply unpleasant.
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Television 
Greedy greenies 
James Delingpole

‘We have a problem. Yes. At the wind farm.’ 
Any conspiracy thriller with lines like that 
has definitely got my vote. Possibly most 
of you are unaware of this, because it’s not 
something I talk about often, but I happen 
to be not too fond of the things I call bat-
chomping, bird-slicing eco-crucifixes — nor 
of the charlatans, crooks, liars and parasites 
who make their living out of them.

Indeed, whenever I try to think of an 
industry that’s worse than wind farms I keep 
coming unstuck. At least landmines serve a 
useful purpose for force protection; at least 
Albanian prostitutes make a few men very 
happy. Wind, on the other hand, is a business 
entirely dependent on junk science, compul-
sory government levies and crony capitalist 
favouritism which produces nothing of real 
value. It is intrinsically corrupt and therefore 
prone to exactly the kind of greed and skul-
duggery we see in the latest Scandi crime 
series, Follow the Money (BBC4, Saturday).

One of the vows I made after my recent 
brush with death was to spend more time 
playing video games and watching TV. But 
what I’m finding is that even when you tre-
ble your screen time, it’s still not enough to 
keep pace with all the good stuff that’s out 
there. I haven’t seen Happy Valley yet, which 
I know I must. Nor, despite a heroic effort, 
have I got further than the middle of season 
four of The Walking Dead. And of course 
as soon as the new season of Thrones starts 
we’re going to be really stuffed. It is quite 
clear what is to blame for all this: globali-
sation.

When all the foreign TV you had to catch 
up with was American, it was just about 
manageable. But now that the French have 
started making good stuff (Spiral; Les Rev-
enants — the first series, anyway) — and the 
Germans (Deutschland 83); and the Swedes 
and the Danes (Borgen; The Killing; The 
Bridge; Wallander); and even the Icelanders 
(Trapped) — there just aren’t enough hours 
in the evening to keep abreast of everything.

This means you have to be quite ruthless. 
For example, after two episodes, I am think-

this damages a key moment in the second 
half. Detecting a mood of mutiny below 
stairs, Madame hints that she may bequeath 
her house to the sisters in her will. Is this 
shrewdly manipulative or genuinely altru-
istic? The uncertainty deepens the storyline 
and provides fresh insights into all three 
characters. But it makes sense only if Mad-

ame is the girls’ senior by two decades or so. 
If she’s their contemporary, with an identical 
life expectancy, the offer is meaningless and 
the plot loses yet another accessory from its 
meagre deployment of effects.

At the curtain call the entire audience 
rose from its distracted stupor and whooped 
and clapped like kids feeling the burn of a 
doughnut sugar-rush. Crazed accolades like 
this have become a fixture of West End 
openings and the applause is usually led by 
a hot young blonde in Row B who wants 
her carefully selected press-night ensemble 

to win a few seconds of attention from the 
London crowd. Nothing wrong with that. 
But these Vesuvian cataclysms have abso-
lutely no bearing on their apparent subject.

Mel Giedroyc is a TV star who wants 
to broaden her career on stage. Charming, 
popular and comically adroit, Mel G has 
chosen to appear in an American adoption 
melodrama at a London fringe venue. She 
plays Amy, the adoptive mom of an Afri-
can migrant, Luce, whose piercing intellect 
makes him the star pupil at high school. 
Under pressure to succeed on behalf of his 
race, Luce buckles and starts to behave sus-
piciously. A raid on his locker reveals ‘illegal 
fireworks’. Yes, illegal. This may baffle Brit-
ish audiences, who are under the impres-
sion that American teenagers are free to 
buy assault rifles, rocket launchers and anti-
aircraft missiles at every candy store in the 
Union. Luce’s pyromania brings his dad, 
Peter, and his teacher, Harriet, into the story 
and the adults tussle and carp over Luce’s 
upbringing.

The shouty dialogue is remarkably 
humourless and the emotional strands of 

Jamie Lloyd’s update of Genet is 
based on the bold premise that the 

20th century didn’t happen
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the plot are almost entirely opaque. The 
issue appears to be lust and/or ethnic 
pride. Luce’s parents are white but Harriet 
(who may desire to mother or to seduce 
Luce, or both — it’s unclear) is African-
Caribbean. The play creates the unsettling 
impression of a society in which liberty 
and defiance have become confused. The 
forces of American democracy appear to 
have turned on each other. Not an uplift-
ing night. Mel G will get better offers than 
this. Soon, I hope.

Sister act: Zawe Ashton and Uzo Aduba in Jean Genet’s ‘The Maids’
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Radio 
Home and away 
Kate Chisholm

Four programmes, four very different kinds 
of radio, from a classically made drama to 
weird sonic ramblings, via the best kind of 
all: first-person narrative, straight to mike. 
On Syrian Voices this week on Radio 4 (pro-
duced by David Prest), Lyse Doucet has 
been talking to Syrians whose lives have 
been utterly changed by the war, now pass-
ing its five-year mark. On Monday we heard 
from Sam, a 22-year-old student who lives 
in the government-controlled area of Daraa 
and studies English literature at the univer-
sity. It was here that the uprising began after 
some students scrawled graffiti on a wall, 
‘It’s your turn next, doctor’, calling for their 
country to be the next in the Arab world to 
overthrow its government.

There was a very odd disjunction 
between what Sam was saying and the back-
ground sound, which suggested he was sit-
ting in a quiet, almost serene garden, birds 
twittering noisily. And also between his view 
of what has happened and the reports we get 
each night on the news. Sam blames it all on 
the ‘invaders’ who ‘came from outside’, they 
were people who were ‘just nothing back 
then. . .  murderers, thieves’, but through the 
war, ‘they now became something’. When 
asked what he thought about the bombing 
of the country by Russia and Iran, he insist-
ed that these countries were friends of Syria 
and were only trying to help.

Then, as the birds continued to sing, he 
told us about the death of one of his friends, 
who was like a brother to him. They were 
walking together down the street, talking, 
about what they might do tomorrow, next 
month, next year. Suddenly, a stray bullet 
came out of nowhere, a sniper’s shot. ‘He 
was down. . .  What the hell happened to 
him?’ In ten minutes his friend was dead. 
‘We lost him. . . ’

Most of Sam’s friends have left Syria but 
he has no thought of leaving. On the contra-
ry, he says, ‘they regret leaving. . .  What are 
they doing there?. . .  Syrians should come 
home. We miss them.’

But how has Sam managed to stay on in 
Daraa? How is he funding his studies? Where 
were his family? This, we were not told.

In The Essay on Radio 3, Madeleine 
Bunting has been asking a question that 
most of us will have to face at some time 
or another. What do we mean by ‘care’? 

What will we expect from care? What will 
be expected of us?

The driving passion behind her five short 
talks (produced by David Coomes) is the 
fear that as a society we have driven our-
selves on to the rocks of hard feeling, creat-
ing a culture that ‘promotes independence, 
productivity, achievement, beauty, speed’. 
The attributes of caring, such as ‘being 
attentive, gentle, patient, self-effacing’, 
have become ‘countercultural’, and those 
involved in caring (most often women) are 
not appreciated for the work they do.

This was radio at its thought-provoking 
best, challenging, because it required us to 
listen to a single voice for a quarter of an 
hour, no sound effects, no entertaining illus-
trations, while presenting us with an alter-
native viewpoint. Why are we brought up to 
get on in life yet given very little teaching 
on how to fulfil that most human of func-
tions, to care, even if this means to be will-
ingly ‘present with suffering’?

Jean Rhys’s novel Wide Sargasso Sea 
could rather clumsily be described as a pre-
quel to Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre, con-
juring up the life of the mad woman in the 
attic, Mrs Rochester, before she arrived in 
England from the West Indies. Yet of course, 
as only Rhys could achieve, it’s so much 
more than that, disturbing, spooky, halluci-
natory, while creating a story that’s so vivid, 
so compelling it’s unnervingly believable if 
always shadowy, the events hinted at rath-
er than fully explained. Radio 4’s dramati-
sation on Saturday afternoon (by Rebecca 
Lenkiewicz), with original music by Lucy 
Rivers and directed by Helen Perry, cap-
tured the unsettling atmosphere of Rhys’s 
novel, creeping insidiously into the mind and 
refusing to shift, as Antoinette Rochester, 
the Creole heiress, steadily loses her mind 
against a backdrop of race riots, domestic 
violence and bewitchment.

We never did discover why the 
soundtrack in Saturday night’s Between 
the Ears on Radio 3 kept repeating ‘Angels 
are making lace tonight’. But it didn’t mat-
ter as Susan Aldworth’s investigation of 
The Three-Second Rule took us through 
the brain-scanner looking at what the brain 
gets up to when it doesn’t have anything 
to do. The rule suggests that it’s in those 
three seconds that creativity might reside, 
when the brain is truly at rest. It might also 
reflect the average frequency of waves on 
the most relaxing of beaches, the essential 
rhythm of life. Count to three and imagine 
what you can do in that time. Some say it’s 
all the time you need to decide whether you 
like someone or not. Others that it’s best to 
make decisions in those moments, guided by 
instinct rather than using the logical, ration-
al tools that come into force after those pre-
cious three seconds. The programme was 
shaped by three-second rhythms and by its 
end I did feel strangely calmed and wanted 
to listen all over again.

ing of ditching Occupied, the Norwegian 
series with which I’ve been catching up on 
Sky Arts. It has an interesting premise: Nor-
way has a keen green prime minister who — 
to combat climate change — decides to go 
all out for thorium and close down his coun-
try’s oil fields. Unfortunately, this doesn’t go 
down well with the Russkies who, in alliance 
with the European Union, occupy Norway 
and force it to bring its oil production back 
on stream. Cue much nationalistic resent-
ment, tension and brinkmanship.

What I’m finding, though, so far, is the 
implausible but potentially thrilling geopo-
litical backdrop is being somewhat wasted 
on what’s too often a cosy domestic drama 
(Will she/won’t she keep her restaurant 
open? How often will he volunteer to do the 
dishes?) combined with the sort of anally 
retentive political intrigue that explains why 
I never watched Borgen or the West Wing. 
Tell me if I’m wrong, though: if there’s some 
heavy Spetsnaz action to come and if all 
kicks off militarily in future episodes, then 
I’m in.

Follow the Money (finally...), on the 
other hand, is showing great promise from 
the off. There’s a decent range of charac-

ters with whom to sympathise and identify 
— led by Thomas Bo Larsen as the gritty 
cop Mads (you’ll have seen him in Festen 
and The Hunt), but also ranging from a 
semi-reformed young car thief to a sassy 
female lawyer at the wind business (glori-
ously called Energreen) who may already 
have got herself in too deep by intriguing 
with the boss who I’m sure is evil because 
he rides to meetings in his suit on a smug 
racing bike.

A thing you have to beware of with Scan-
di dramas, unfortunately, is their immensely 
tedious lefty-liberal politics. The Stieg Lars-
sen books (The Girl with the Dragon Tat-
too, etc.), for example, are all but undone by 
the maddening interludes where he recites 
bleeding-heart junk statisticoids about how 
200 per cent of all women in Sweden are 
raped at least twice a week. (Yep, Stieg my 
late chum, Sweden does indeed have a mas-
sive sexual violence problem. But it comes 
from a very specific quarter of the male 
population.) Even with lesser offenders like 
Occupied, you do feel slightly like you’re 
being given a treatise on the importance of 
racial and sexual equality.

The first series of The Bridge cleverly got 
round this by having a heroine with a dis-
ability (PC brownie points!) which few male 
viewers, at least, would consider a disability 
at all, viz: being an incredibly sexy blonde 
woman who occasionally shags random men 
at the drop of a hat because she’s a teeny 
bit Asperger’s and behaves more like a man.

Even when you treble your screen 
time, it’s still not enough to keep pace 

with all the good stuff out there

I don’t mind the lefty-liberal element in 
Follow the Money — making you care about 
the outrageous exploitation of immigrant 
workers. Possibly I would if it were the oil 
industry. But where greenies are the bad 
guys: not a problem.
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Jewellery

desks. Carlyle’s London Library did admit 
women — if they did not rustle their silks 
too  distractingly — and also let  members 
take books home. ‘For any book requiring 
study,’ he wrote, ‘one night in a man’s own 
room might be worth a week in the other 
situation.’

That is the joy of the London Library. Of 
course you can work there, if you don’t find 
the people-spotting too absorbing: the tele-
genic classics don by the water cooler; the 
Sunday newspaper columnist in her tennis 
dress. There’s the conviviality of the  reading 
room, where, at teatime,  members in arm-
chairs doze over the Burlington  Magazine. 
For the ascetic and serious-minded, there 
are cramped desks among the fifth-floor 
stacks.

Best of all is the smash-and-grab raid. 
Collect your books from the issue hall and 
take them home. There you may read in 
blissful seclusion away from the sneezers 
and sniffers and clickers of pens. And for 
any London Librarian reading, I promise 
that, even in the solitude of my own study, 
I have never marked a book, nor turned the 
pages with strawberry-stained fingers.

The London Library marks its 175th birth -
day with a three-day ‘Words in the Square’ 
event on 5–8 May. www.londonlibrary.co.uk 

Some rogue has been writing in my 
bedside book. A fastidious hand has 
crossed out misspelled words and 

 written neat pencil corrections in the  margin. 
‘Dennis’ has become ‘Denis’, quotations 
have been reattributed and dates amended. 
More than one book scribbler has been at 
it. At times, the pedantic  pencil becomes a 
biro, thrilled to have spotted mistakes the 
first reader missed. The book is The Golden 
Echo, memoirs of the Bloomsbury novelist 
David ‘Bunny’ Garnett, a scattershot speller 
and fact-checker.

I say it is my bedside book. Really, Gar-
nett belongs to the London Library. But for 
the two months that a London Library book 
is allowed to me, I am possessively attached 
to it, and aggrieved when it is due for return.

The pencil marks of other borrowers 
in a book always pull me up short. It shat-
ters the graceful illusion that the London 
Library is arranged for my benefit alone: a 
room of one’s own in St James’s Square. On 
the rare occasions that an email arrives to 
say another member has requested a book I 
have out, I react with disproportionate fury. 
What? My book? The next morning I will set 
off across Hyde Park in high dudgeon and 
storm down Piccadilly to return it. (At £495 
a year, membership is cheaper than the gym 
and carrying hardbacks from St James’s to 

Bayswater does wonders for the muscles.)
Canvassing for a new private lending 

library began in 1839, when the Scottish 
historian and biographer Thomas Carlyle 
argued against the ‘buzz and bustle’, ‘impor-
tunate distraction’ and headaches of public 
rooms. He may have had in mind the read-
ing room at the British Museum where a 
gentleman of letters (and his bluestocking 
daughter) might request a book, but not 
take it home. One had to share the  benches 
with Grub Streeters toiling for the penny 
papers. Worse, it was full of women, who 
had the temerity, according to one Saturday 
Review reporter, to talk, whisper, giggle, flirt, 
read novels and eat strawberries at their 

NOTES ON …

The London Library
By Laura Freeman
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Convivial: the Reading Room



the spectator | 19 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 51

BALEARICS

FINE FINCA NEAR ARTA Mallorca. 
Restored 3 bedroom farmhouse set in 
2 acres with own pool, just 45 minutes 
from Palma airport. 
More at: www.richardhall.net

FRANCE

BOULOGNE-SUR-MER lovely little 
flats. Great for trysts, shopping & 
French life. £50 a night, £200 a week. 
Full kitchens and linen. 
www.franglaisflats.com

AUGUST HOLIDAY LET. 
Provence, Bonnieux. Beautiful 5 
bedroom 18th century Bastide. 
Email: annie@gandgpc.com

23 LUXURY PROPERTIES to 
rent for one week or more in South 
West France, Provence and the 
Côte d'Azur. All sleeping six or 
more, all with pools, some with 
tennis courts. Staff; plus cooks 
and/or babysitters if required. 
Tel: Anglo French Properties: 
020 7225 0359. Email: miles.
maskell@anglofrenchproperties.com
Web: www.anglofrenchproperties.com

LE MAS SOUS LES ETOILES. 
Amazing views to St Tropez. Thyme, 
eagles, pool peace. Sleeps 6. 
Tel owner: 01267 290662 
Email : dent@alltyferin.co.uk

ITALY

ROME CENTRE. S/c apartments 
in royal villa, sleep 2-4. Beautiful 
garden, private parking. 
Tel. Owner: +43 1712 5091. 
www.valleycastle.com

TUSCAN/UMBRIAN BORDER.
Hill top house in 11 acres. Looks 
amazing on the website. 
Even better in real life. Check it out: 
www.myhomeinumbria.com

VENICE CENTRAL. Tranquil, sunny 
apartment. Wonderful canalside 
location. Two bedrooms, two 
bathrooms. Tel: 020 7701 7540 or 
www.venicecanalsideapartment.co.uk

RIVIERA. Breathtaking 
Mediterranean views. Romantic, 
2/3 bedroom garden flat. Menton 5 
mins. www.ilvalico.eu

ITALIAN ENCOUNTERS. We have a 
small choice of really special villas on 
the Tuscany Umbria borders. 
www.italianencounters.com

HEART OF PIERO COUNTRY. 
Lovely secluded farmhouse, large 
pool, sleeps 10/12.  Close to Anghiari.
www.laceruglia.com

ITALY

VILLA NEAR ROME. 
Comfortable villa sleeps 10. 
Heated pool, tennis, garden. 
Set in 1,500 tree olive grove.
www.romevilla.co.uk

VILLAS IN TUSCANY and Umbria. 
Small family agency renting their 
own villas and their neighbours’ in 
and around the Niccone Valley for 
more than 30 years. All with private 
pools, from 1 bedroom cottages to 
6 bedroom villas. 
www.tuscanyumbria.com

UMBRIAN HILLS. Magical 
ex woodcutter's cottage, sleeps 3, 
tranquil view to distant hills. 
Resident cook can supply meals 
(if required) on sun soaked terrace. 
Tel: 01243 792397 or +39 347 218 4274

CENTRAL TUSCANY HOTEL. 
Molino d’Era is perfectly located 
for Pisa, Florence, Siena, San 
Gimignano. Family run, informal 
atmosphere. Excellent restaurant of 
typical Tuscan cuisine. 
www.hotelmolinodera.com/en/

TUSCANY/UMBRIA BORDER. 
Spacious farmhouse villa - our home. 
Sleeps 10. Pool. Views. Magical 
atmosphere. Everything ... 
www.ladogana.co.uk

SOUTH AFRICA

CONSTANTIA CAPE TOWN. 
Magical cottage on the Green Belt 
for rental 15/06/2016 - 15/11/2016. 
Studio for shorter stays (3 days or 
more) for holidays. See website: 
www.33strawberrylane.co.za

GREECE

UNDISCOVERED MAINLAND. 
Kardamyli. Self-catering seafront 
hotel apartments with stunning 
mountain/sea views. Excellent 
walking, swimming in crystal clear 
waters. Direct Easyjet flights - one 
hour from airport. 
Tel: +30 27210 73601. 
www.anniska-liakoto.com

PORTUGAL

ALGARVE, the garden of Europe. 
An all year round destination of 
sun, sea, sand, sport and birdlife. 
Vale do Lobo Villa for 4 persons 
near beach. Free tennis and pool at 
the tennis centre, good discounts 
for twilight golf. Large balcony with 
sea view and awning suitable for 
extra people June to September. 
Tel/fax: 01935 891241. Email: 
peakevenetia@rocketmail.com 
or visit: www.1valedolobo.co.uk

SPECIALIST HOLIDAYS

Turkey

RENT AN ENTIRE gulet or join 
other people on board. Visit amazing 
places, try Ottoman food and 
immerse yourself into history. More 
info on this link: goolets.net/turkey

CLASSIFIEDS
Travel & General

UK: CORNWALL
ADMIN BUSTER PA 

NW London
Experienced exec PA, ex-BBC, 
offers weekly/monthly admin-

busting sessions for busy 
professionals who loathe 

filing. Think Mary Poppins 
with an iPhone. Sweeps your 

unattended bills/mail/stuff 
into terrifyingly efficient filing 
systems complete with shouty 

Post-It note reminders. Flexible 
hours. A-list client references.

carolyn@carolyndjanogly.com

ADMIN SERVICES

TRAVEL

INTERIORS

THE NARE HOTEL 
Stunning sea views from 
Cornwall’s most comfort-
able hotel with luxurious 
rooms, two restaurants, 

heated indoor and outdoor 

 

fares from London and  
courtesy car from the  

www.narehotel.co.uk  
or call 01872 501111
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LEGAL SERVICES

Wills by Barrister 
Fast reliable service at low cost
Inheritance Tax advice available

Plain English spoken!
www.hamesprivateclients.co.uk

GARDINERS SOLICITORS. 
Domestic & Commercial 
Conveyancing. Tel: Paul Gardiner, 
020 7603 7245. Email: 
paulgardiner@gardinerssolicitors.co.uk

Not just Supporting Licensed 
Premises...

BILMES LLP
28-29 Great Sutton Street London 
EC1V 0DS - London & Brighton 

law@bilmesllp.com - Tel: 020 7490 9656
Solving Difficult Problems Effectively.

SPEECHWRITING

Relax, I’ll Write It For You!
You’re due to speak / present at a 

wedding / event. Don’t worry -
call Lawrence on 020 8245 8999 or 

check www.greatspeechwriting.co.uk

BOOKS

OUT-OF-PRINT BOOKS FOUND. 
Free search. No obligation to 
purchase. Tel: 01376 562334. 
Email: jeremy.dore@tesco.net

RECRUITMENT

EUROSCEPTIC THINK-TANK 
chaired by MP requires an editor 
for revamped new website. 
Must be a good writer, web and 
media savvy with media/political 
connections. Ideally under 40 with 
Brexit intellectual sympathies. Also 
researcher/reporter role available for 
young graduate. To start immediately 
for initial four months at good rate of 
pay. Send CV and writing sample to: 
enquiries@uptoncressett.co.uk.

PROPERTY FOR SALE

Italy

LOVELY BOLT-HOLE. Quiet Italian 
Village. 1 hr North of Rome. 
2/3 beds, 2 baths, 2 terraces. Fab 
views. Half Price - £45k. Hurry! Email: 
jane.macdonald2012@gmail.com

Spain

ANDALUCIA, RARE RESTORED 
olive mill 40 mins Malaga airport. 
3-4 beds, mature very low maintenance 
garden with ancient olives. Ingenious 
indoor Arab-style pool, stunning 
views, peace. 235k euros ono.
Email: rosieandpaul@hotmail.com

The Fens

RIVERSIDE HOLIDAY HOME 
for sale. Fenland, March, 
Cambridgeshire. £226,950. 4 beds 3 
baths. Mooring backing on River Nene 
close to Norfolk Coast & Wicken Fen. 
Easy drive from London. 
E-Mail: sa2000b@gmail.com

CLASSIFIEDS
General, Property & Recruitment 

A handmade model of any car*.  
In hallmarked sterling silver.  

By our top English craftsmen.  
From around £6500  
for a 6 inch model. 

(*or boat, plane or helicopter)
Contact us now for the perfect gift. 

M.P. LEVENE OF LONDON
Tel: 020 8954 3572 

Email: silver@mplevene.co.uk 
www.mplevene.co.uk

THE ULTIMATE GIFT

LUXURY GOODS

FINE FOODS

FREE SERVICES

JEWELLERY

Cobra & Bellamy
is the leading name in classically designed 
watches, retro in style reminiscent of the 

1930s, 40s and 50s. Pictured here is the Cobra 
watch available in Stainless Steel at £99, Rose 
Gold Plated and 21 Carat Gold Plated at £115. 

Sienna Miller has chosen to eschew more 

Cobra & Bellamy’s retro inspired watch  
 

“Cobra & Bellamy watches are classic,  

To see the whole Cobra & Bellamy watch 
 

www.cobrabellamywatches.co.uk  
or call 01736 732112

STYLE NEVER GOES OUT  
OF FASHION

AFTER DINNER 
SPEAKER

Classified Rates
020 7961 0145

traceyc@spectator.co.uk

COLLECTABLES

ARCHIVES, DOCUMENTS, 

albums, autograph letters,  
photographs, memorabilia, 
old books, postcards, etc. 

Will collect.

Tel: 020 8994 2258
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‘Marco Pierre White is the Phantom of 
the Opera, sponsored by Knorr’
— Tanya Gold, p62

High life 
Taki

Gstaad 
Going up on a chairlift with the town’s doc-
tor, I asked him, ‘How’s business, doc?’ 
‘Never better,’ said the kind medical man. 
It seems the richer we get the more medical 
help is needed. ‘I get calls 24/7 for all sorts of 
ailment relief, especially coughs and colds,’ 
said Dr Mueller. ‘Rosey students, as opposed 
to local kids, are the most demanding.’ I’m 
not surprised. Le Rosey has the highest fees 
of any place of learning — anywhere — so 
it’s hardly surprising that some of the little 
monsters think a cold or a cough is some-
thing money can do away with in a jiffy. 
When my boy was there he suffered from 
a sleeping disease. He would feign sleep as 
soon as classes began. The kindest of teach-
ers, Mr B, would coax, beg, implore him to 
wake up, but JT knew how to play him like a 
banjo. Not much has changed since. Except 
the ski team is not as good as when my son 
and heir was on it.

Otherwise, this has been one of the most 
brilliant weeks of skiing and fun that I can 
remember. It began with the arrival of the 
great Barry Humphries and his Lizzie, and 
a dinner chez les Corcorans, who are old 
friends. Barry, one of the best-read men I’ve 
come across, was on rare form, praising an 
Austrian spa where he had just spent a week 
in order to lose weight. He had put on two 
kilos. His tales about Aussie billionaires and 
their wives — especially one from Perth — 
are worth a one-man show in themselves. I 
particularly liked the one who got divorced, 
went to London, noticed a Sheila in a bar, 
asked Mark Birley if she was available, got 
a yes, but also a warning that she might be a 
bit of a gold-digger. ‘That’s alright, I’m a bit 
of a goldmine myself.’

The food and wine at my host’s was so 
good that when I got back home I grabbed 
my cook and hung her out of the window 
by the ankles until she swore she would try 
harder. Mind you, the snow is piled up so 
high it would have been a drop of inches. 
Snow conditions, needless to say, have never 

Low life 
Jeremy Clarke

I walk into the King Bill at eight o’clock and 
the usual young Friday-night crowd is in and 
the spirit is already moving. Whether this is 
due to the fatness of the moon or the avail-
ability and quality of the drugs on sale this 
evening, I couldn’t say. Whatever the cause, 
everyone is lit up and loved up and a curious 
unity prevails. The jukebox is up loud and 
I’m greeted left and right as I push my way 
between the friendly, relaxed faces in search 
of one in particular. I spot Trev sitting down 
at the head of the pub’s top table with half a 
dozen of his young nephews and nieces. 

Trev’s is an old farming family, solidly 
working class still, and they wouldn’t swap 
that for anything. Trev and his three broth-
ers were for many years the agricultural dis-
trict’s most well-regarded punchers. Though 
now in their fifties and sixties, they still com-
mand affection and respect, especially from 
the young up-and-coming farm boys who 

been better. I’ve been out skiing every day 
with Geoffrey Moore, son of Sir Roger, who 
has a terrible habit of pretending to go fast 
while moving like a glacier in order for me 
not to feel old and left behind. Last week 
he got his comeuppance. We started early 
under a cloudless sky and in perfect snow 
conditions. I kept up with him until the steep 
part, where under normal circumstances he 
would disappear. But instead he turned and 
turned and turned for a demonic five min-
utes, changing direction 253 times but losing 
only about 20 yards in elevation. He then got 
hit by cramps in both thighs that were so bad 
his muscles stuck out like vanilla cones. Hav-
ing collapsed in shrieks of agony, he watched 
in disbelief as I skied by and left him behind. 
I think I heard the word Brutus from the 
quivering mass, but I’m not sure.

The next evening we were both up the 
same mountain for the birthday celebration 
of a man who conquered Everest ten years 
ago, aged 51. Marcel Bach is the richest and 
most successful local, a fearless mountaineer 
who summited on his second try, after hav-
ing a lung collapse on him during the first. 
His guests included Monaco’s ruling family, 
and Mike Horn, the greatest living explorer 
and a proud South African. Mike has con-
quered three 8,000-metre mountains with-
out oxygen, and is sailing and walking from 
pole to pole this summer.

Sponsored by my friend Johann Rup-
pert, another South African, he makes, in 
my not so humble opinion, some of these 
TV explorers look like sissies, but then who 
am I to judge such brave men when I left 
my buddy writhing in the snow in order to 
beat him to the bottom. (I didn’t. The bugger 
caught up with me, and did the same dance 
in front and made me fall.)

I now only enjoy skiing on empty slopes, 
and Gstaad’s mountains are like Biki-

ni Atoll back in 1945. That’s what’s good 
about the place. Last time I was in St Moritz 
I had to avoid a team of Chinese descend-
ing at high speed as if on an assembly line 
by throwing myself in a ditch, thereby 
landing on my head and cutting my nose. 
(X-rays showed nothing.) I do not wear a 
helmet, which are now compulsory during 
Eagle club races — which incidentally has 
a new president, Loula Chandris, my old-
est friend’s daughter. In order to celebrate 
the event, I declared the lower terrace of 
the club to be open to upper-class members, 
and the upper terraces to the lower orders. 
The waiters all laughed but many members 
groaned. I am not the most popular life 
member, but I am the oldest as far as mem-
bership is concerned. I joined in 1959. Back 
then we were only 120 or so. Now we are 
more than 600,000, or so it seems on busy 
weekends. But not in March, my favourite 
month. See you on the slopes. I’m the one 
that has a man in front of him who turns 
non-stop but doesn’t lose any elevation.

‘It’s a beautiful day — he’s playing in the garden.’
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Real life 
Melissa Kite

Diamonds are for ever. Plumbers take a life-
time. They never finish. No job is too big or 
small for them to not finish it.

All I wanted was a new kitchen tap unit. 
The hot tap needed a washer fitting but, 
according to Tony the plumber from over 
the road, there is no point fitting a washer. 
It’s more work than it’s worth. The thing to 
do is to rip out the old taps and fit new ones, 
which he can do almost more cheaply, but 
certainly no more expensively, than fitting a 
washer.

Fine, I thought. The old taps are horrible 
anyway so new taps it will be. Tony got a cat-
alogue from the Plumb Center and showed 
me the pages of taps, which were all mind-
blowingly similar. I chose the cheapest ones 
and he said he would order, pick them up 
and fit them. And then nothing happened 
for six months.

And nothing would have happened for 
another six months, or ever, possibly, but 
for a leak coming through the bathroom 
ceiling from the upstairs flat. Tony came to 
investigate and read the riot act to the boys 
upstairs about their leaking bath taps, which 
they promised to put right, and which, after 
a lot of wrangling, were put right.

But one thing leads to another, and while 
Tony was investigating the leak at my end, 
he noticed there was very low pressure in my 
shower. He pondered this at length, drink-
ing 75 cups of sugary tea, before concluding 
the Grohe had ‘had it’. To fix it would mean 
taking apart the central barrel, then taking 
apart the disc inside that, then taking apart 
the pin inside that, then taking apart the. . . 
You get the idea. We appeared to be on the 
way to splitting the atom when I could stand 
it no longer.

‘Fine! Just fit me a new shower.’
This time I insisted on accompanying 

him to the Plumb Center to cut out the 
six-month wait between him giving me 
the catalogue and coming back. He sighed 

enjoy nothing more than a good scrap, and 
who know their history. Trev is sitting there 
in the bosom of his clan like a beloved old 
warrior king, turning this way and that in 
his chair as he is constantly interrupted by 
young women demanding hugs and kisses, 
and by young bucks approaching the throne 
to bend the knee of fealty.

In spite of these demands on his atten-
tion, he spots me coming through the crowd 
towards him. His face, instead of light-
ing up, is still. I squeeze in beside him and 

he looks me over carefully. ‘How are you, 
bud?’ he says. Trev worries about my health 
with maternal ferocity. I haven’t seen him 
for several months. I tell him I’m fine and 
nod a dozen times in support of my claim. 
He accepts it as truth with reluctance. Then 
he leans over and encircles me in his loving 
arms. ‘Jägers?’ he says. ‘Pope?’ I say. 

In less than a minute he returns from the 
bar with a small tray densely populated with 
Jägerbombs. We knock back three each in 
quick succession. Trev wins by a fraction of 
a second. I’ve been in the pub less than five 
minutes and already I’m feeling a bit queasy. 
Trev is bursting with love for his old pal and 

proudly introduces me to those nephews 
and nieces within earshot as ‘that bloke who 
writes about me’. The nieces are a Bacon-
esque triptych of tits, tats and fake tans. The 
nephews are skinny farm boys jumpy with 
amphetamine. A nephew with a bruised 
eye socket vaguely remembers Trev bang-
ing on about something of the sort a cou-
ple of years ago. Trev points out a nephew 
aged about 17 horsing around over by the 
dartboard who is showing particular prom-
ise, Trev says, as a sex maniac. ‘And see the 
boy over there? The ugly fucker? Well, you 
can knock that lad down a dozen times and 
he’ll still get up and come at you again.’ Trev 
is so proud. He calls the lad over, praises his 
courage, tells him how ugly he is, and orders 
him to shake my hand.

But the news isn’t all good. Trev has an 
older nephew, Danny, aged about 40, who 
is a sort of human torpedo. Danny gets 
into a fight just about every time he goes 
out and has lived his life as a sort of agri-
cultural version of Neal Cassady. Incred-
ibly, this Danny has fallen in love for the 
first time in his life, and the change in his 
personality has shocked and disappointed 
his family. He stopped eating, apparently, 
and followed this woman around for weeks 
like a whipped dog. (‘The twat,’ interjects 
the young niece on my right with terrifying 
vehemence.) To make matters worse, the 
woman can’t stand him. Matters came to a 
head the other week when Danny climbed 
up the outside of her house, intending to 
plead with her through her bedroom win-
dow, and fell off. He’s been lying on his back 
in bed ever since, while his multiple frac-
tures knit themselves back together.

While Trev elaborates on the full horror 
of Danny’s lovelorn wretchedness, a dreamy 
young woman approaches and waits humbly 
until Trev notices her. When he does, he says, 
‘Alright, maid?’ She holds up a tiny parcel 
between thumb and forefinger. It is a ‘bomb’ 
of coke tightly wrapped in a cigarette paper 
and closed with a twist. Trev takes it, dan-
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Trev leans over and encircles me in 
his loving arms. ‘Jägers?’ he says. 

‘Pope?’ I say

gles it above his open mouth and ‘bombs’ it 
down his throat in an exhibitionist manner. 
The young woman dreamily departs. Trev 
says, ‘Ah!’ and pats his stomach as if he’s just 
swallowed a delicious mini strawberry tart, 
then presses on with his sorry tale. The niec-
es and nephews haven’t batted an eyelid. It’s 
going to be one of those nights. ‘Jägers?’ I 
say. ‘Oh, go on then,’ he says. ‘Twist me arm.’ 

‘I don’t care what others say — I really like your 
childlike quality.’



the spectator | 19 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 55

heavily as I spent a long time going through 
three catalogues, finally settling on a vast 
Mira rainfall shower with a built-in smaller 
hair-washing showerhead and ‘antico’ style 
white handles.

Tony declared this acceptable and we 
were about to buy it when I realised my 
new shower would not match my bath and 
sink taps. A further flick through the cata-
logue revealed that the Mira rainfall could 
be teamed with matching ‘antico’ bath and 
sink taps. And if you bought them all togeth-
er the set cost only £500.

‘What a bargain,’ I declared, as we placed 
the order. Then a few seconds later came the 
inevitable ‘What the hell! I only wanted a 
washer in my kitchen tap and now I’ve spent 
£500 on a new bathroom! What happened to 
those kitchen taps, by the way?’

He hadn’t got them. So I chose some 
while we were there and Tony promised that 
they would get fitted first.

The next day, however, only the bath-
room fittings came and he set to work put-

ting them in. Two days later, after the usual 
mishaps to do with smashed tiles and miss-
ing widgets, the bathroom looked a treat. I 
had a rainfall shower with matching ‘antico’ 
taps.

The pressure was only so-so, but I wasn’t 
going to even go there. It was better than 
before and that would have to do.

‘And my kitchen taps?’ I asked Tony, 
pleadingly.

‘Yes, yes, my dear, all in good time. I’ve 
got to go back and pick them up in a few 
days.’

That was nearly a month ago and so fear-
ing the worst, yesterday I set about nagging 
Tony as to the kitchen tap unit’s where-
abouts.

He surprised me by turning up on my 
doorstep with a shiny new box containing 
said taps. I inquired as becomingly as I could 
as to the estimated time of installation. But 
Tony would only put the box of taps down 
on the draining board and give me an enig-
matic look.

He informed me that in sorting out the 
leak upstairs for me he had been taken on 
by the owners to put right a few other things 
for them. And in doing that, he had discov-
ered that it would be very easy to rearrange 
the two flats’ water supply so that I could be 
taken off the tank in their loft and my bath-
room water connected to the mains.

That would make the pressure in my 
new rainfall shower even better — ‘two bar 
more’ as he put it. I have no idea what that 
means.

He is even now clattering around my 
pipes commencing a reorganisation of my 
water supply that I’m pretty sure I don’t 

I only wanted a washer in my  
kitchen tap and now I’ve spent £500 

on a new bathroom! 

Long life 
Alexander Chancellor

My time as a duck-keeper seems to have 
come bloodily to an end. I have had ducks 
on my pond for some years now, and I have 
kept buying new ones to replace those that 
have got murdered. This stretch of South 
Northamptonshire may look rather cosy 
and suburban, but it’s ruled by the law of 
the jungle. Not a day passes without some 
creature viciously killing another. Only a 
month or so ago there were 13 ducks on 
my pond. Then there were eight. Then there 
were five. And now there is only one, an 
Indian Runner drake that stands forlornly 
on the base of a statue in the middle of the 
pond, awaiting what it probably feels is its 
inevitable fate.

As you see, I have stopped replacing lost 
ducks in the way that I used to. I became 
too disheartened by the endless killings. 
Let nature take its course, I thought. Well, 
nature did; but it turns out that I have been 
wrong about where to place the blame. I 
always thought that foxes were nature’s 
guilty agents in this matter. They have cer-
tainly been killing my chickens (though 
they are no longer, as these are now well 
protected), but not, it now seems, my 
ducks. A couple of the latest ducks to die 
have been found lying in the water, muti-
lated and disembowelled. This could not 
have been a fox’s doing; foxes don’t like to 
swim or to attack their prey in the water. 
But there is an animal that does both these 
things with enthusiasm, and that is the 

otter. And otters do like eating ducks.
The last four of my ducks to die were 

killed immediately after the neighbour-
ing farmer had (as I reported last week) 
shot seven foxes in a single night. There 
was unlikely to have been a fox on a mur-
der spree so soon after that. And the farmer, 
Geoffrey Smart, examining footprints in the 
mud near the pond, declared unequivocal-
ly that they belonged to an otter. The pond 
is a couple of hundred yards from the river 
Tove in the valley below, where otters have 
been known to dwell in the past. But none 
has been seen there lately, though there are 
plenty of mink around. Mink are also semi-
aquatic little hunters, but could not, I am 
assured, have killed my ducks. Everybody 
here agrees that the guilty party has to have 
been an otter.

Long ago, in the early Sixties, I visited 
Gavin Maxwell, author of Ring of Bright 
Water, at his otter sanctuary on the west 
coast of Scotland, and there was something 
very touching about the otters and his rela-
tionship with them. But although they have 
a lot more charm than weasels, otters are 

nevertheless still pretty weaselly by nature. 
And until the 1970s they were widely hunt-
ed for their pelts, for sport, and to protect 
the fish on which they fed. By then, thanks 
mainly to other factors, such as water pollu-
tion, Britain’s otter population had declined 
so dramatically that in 1978 the otter was 
placed on the list of protected species and 
its hunting was banned.

Between 1958 and 1963, there were 11 
otter hunts in England and Wales that killed 
1,065 otters between them. By 1977, there 
were still nine registered packs of otter-
hounds in Britain, but they were then dis-
persed, taken into homes as pets, or switched 
to hunting mink with the newly founded 
packs of minkhounds. Mink is now widely 
hunted in Britain, even on the river Tove.

The country’s only surviving otterhound 
pack, the Pembroke and Carmarthenshire, 
is also used for hunting mink. Otterhounds 
are charming animals; but while otters have 
staged a strong recovery throughout the 
country, their hunters have replaced them 
as a threatened species. There are now only 
a few hundred otterhounds left in the world.

So having made the discovery that my 
ducks have been killed by an animal against 
which revenge is legally forbidden, there 
seems no point in replenishing my flock just 
so as to provide otters with more murder-
ous fun and games. But I do feel sorry for 
my one surviving drake. It just stands there, 
looking sad and lonely. I don’t know how 
long it will survive, but perhaps I should get 
it a companion, just so that it doesn’t spend 
its final days in melancholy solitude.

Otters may have a lot more charm 
than weasels but they are still pretty 

weaselly by nature

‘It’s Easter Bank Holiday Island.’

want. And the kitchen taps? Well, they’re 
sitting in their box on the draining board.
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en names) with well-bred Flat-racers who 
might otherwise have been sold off. In his 
first season John Ferguson trained around 
25 winners at the best strike rate in the coun-
try. Last season he trained 50 and this sea-
son he led the trainers’ table in early season 
heading for around 75. Then in December 
it was announced that Sheikh Mohammed’s 
Darley breeding operation and Godolphin 
racing would merge into a global entity with 
Ferguson formally becoming the chief exec-
utive — and relinquishing his jump-training 
licence.

Fergie, as friends know him, insists that 
quitting jumping was his decision. ‘I found 
that I was becoming more and more obses-
sive about the jump-racing and there was 
only so much time in the day for worrying 
about Godolphin and Darley. The more suc-
cessful we became the more time it was tak-
ing me to make sure we were making the 
right decisions. I suddenly realised I wasn’t 
really fulfilling my responsibilities.’ The 
Boss, it seems, wasn’t worried. But Fergu-
son was. ‘He was happy for me to carry on. 
The difficulty was inside me.’ So new berths 
have been found for the Bloomfields staff, 
some of the horses that have been carrying 
the black-with-red-cap Bloomfields colours 
will go to the sales, the better ones will go 
to Godolphin for staying races on the Flat. 
But first there remained the little matter of 
the Cheltenham Festival, where in his short 
jump-training career John Ferguson has not 
had fortune on his side. Three years ago, with 
his race won in the Neptune Hurdle, Cotton 
Mill unaccountably lurched left and crashed 
out. Ferguson had a second in that same 
race with Parlour Games and New Year’s 
Eve was runner-up in the Festival Bumper. 
If this week he has had a Festival winner, it 
would be the deservedly appropriate finale 
to a fascinating experiment.

John Ferguson is quitting with no regrets 
and the man who commutes from Newmar-
ket to Dubai like some do from Wimble-
don to the City won’t exactly be going away. 
Could he return to his jumping love when 
his Godolphin/Darley days are finally done? 
He doesn’t close out the question. But with 
son Alex already riding as an amateur and 
son James now an assistant to trainer Char-
lie Appleby he argues, ‘The next Ferguson 
with a licence will probably be one of my 
sons rather than me.’ 

The turf 
Farewell to Fergie 
Robin Oakley

Writing a Turf column before the Chel-
tenham Festival, as the Spectator schedule 
requires, which you are reading only after 
the four-day jump-racing bacchanal has con-
cluded, was a problem. I could neither revel 
in the moments of glory some equine fighter 
pilots will have enjoyed nor reveal hard-luck 
stories behind others who did not make it. 
But after a frozen morning near Newmar-
ket last week, watching one batch of Festi-
val combatants going through their paces, I 
had one hope above all others: that before 
the Festival ended the words ‘Trained by 
J. Ferguson, Cowlinge, Suffolk’ would have 
entered the official record beside at least one 
winner’s name.

The great David Nicholson took 18 years 
to train his first Festival winner. Noel Meade 
bent and kissed the ground like a pope on 
making it after 21. But for the energetic John 
Ferguson this was the last chance. He is giv-
ing up the jump-racing life he loves to do still 
more for a man for whom he has unbounded 
respect: Sheikh Mohammed.

For 30 years Ferguson has been the Dubai 
ruler’s bloodstock adviser and discreet right 
arm, signing for seven-figure purchases and 
circling constantly around the world’s Flat-
racing centres to oversee some 2,000 race-
horses and a similar number of breeding 
stock. He talks compellingly not just about 
Sheikh Mohammed’s fearlessness in ignor-
ing the world’s travel-business experts and 
building Dubai into a global city but also 
about any aspect of the horse world. How 
does he pick one out at the sales? ‘You look 
for a horse that is an athlete, that has good 
conformation and which, knowing the pedi-
gree, looks as it should do on the breeding.’

On the way to becoming a bloodstock 
expert, via a few years in the Scots Guards, 
Ferguson worked for three years for leading 
Flat trainer Sir Michael Stoute. But inside 
him, too, there was always the passion of a 
jump-racing man, an ex-master of the hard-
running Scarteen Hounds in Limerick who 
had once led up a Grand National runner 
for Lambourn trainer Nick Gaselee. In 2011, 
having not entered a jumps yard since 1978, 
he decided to turn what had been intended 
as a stud farm for his retirement into a jump-
racing yard. The theory was simple: that the 
first thing you need in racing is speed and 
that, provided it can also stay and that you 
can teach it to settle and jump, a fast horse 
will nearly always beat a slow one. The only 
snag is that on the soft winter ground the 
speed factor can become muffled.

Sheikh Mohammed blessed his ambition 
and helped Ferguson fill the two Bloom-
fields yards (named diplomatically after 
his wife’s and his mother-in-law’s maid-

‘Of all the nerve! A quarter to eight and still  
in her pyjamas.’

Bridge 
Janet de Botton

The past couple of weeks have been the first 
since the New Year that we haven’t played a 
tournament of some international  prestige, so 
I am going to go back to the Lederer week-
end at the end of February, London’s premier 
invitational event. It was held at the extremely 
elegant RAC Club in Pall Mall, which has a 
strict ‘smart’ dress code. It is rather funny to 
see bridge players looking as though they are 
going to their own wedding!

Ten teams were invited by Ian Payn, 
chairman of the organising body, and spon-
sor Simon Gillis to try to prise the trophy 
away from the England Open Team who 
won it last year. I was fortunate enough to 
have Norwegian-born world champion  Geir 
Helgemo on my team, widely considered to 
be the best player in the world. Here he is 
playing with Thor Erik Hoftaniska against 
England’s Tony Forrester and David Bakh-
shi, on one of the few hands England lost:

North’s 4  was a splinter showing his 
rather good club support. West (Bakhshi) led 

7. Helgemo played low in dummy and For-
rester won his Jack and returned the King to 
dummy’s Ace. Declarer now called for King, 
which he overtook in hand with the Ace and 
ruffed a diamond. Next came a club to the 5, 
another diamond ruff, a club to his 7 and, the 
elimination complete, he exited with his last 
heart, throwing East in to lead away from his 

King or concede a ruff and sluff.
At the other table they were in 3NT going 

3 down on a very different (in every sense of 
the word!) bidding sequence. But nothing was 
going to stop the England team from storm-
ing to victory and taking the trophy for the 
second year running. Great performance. 
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SPECTATOR WINE  JONATHAN RAY

This is being written before the 
 budget and goodness knows what 
the  Chancellor has in store for wine 

 lovers. Yet another bashing, no doubt, hard 
on the heels of the chief medical  officer’s 
doleful pronouncement in which she 
slashed the recommended number of units 
of  alcohol per week we should all be con-
suming. 

Happily, Esme Johnstone of FromVine-
yardsDirect has promised that should duty 
go up, he’ll keep his prices firmly as they are 
for the duration of this offer. Not only that, 
even though FVD is celebrated for its cut-
to-the-bone pricing, Esme has generously 
lopped a bit off the RRPs just for us.

The 2014 Domaine de la Chesnaie (1), a 
simple, undemanding but deliciously satisfy-
ing Sauvignon Blanc from Bernard Chereau 
in the Loire Valley. Chereau is best known 
for his first rate Muscadets, which, unusually 
for that appellation, bristle with character, 
and here he’s cannily combined freshness, 
fruit, complexity and balance in a wine of 
very modest price. Add to it the fact that 
the alcohol level is barely 12 per cent and 
you have an excellent wine for carefree, 
 everyday drinking. £8.05 down from £8.45.

The 2015 Château Bauduc (2) is FVD’s 
bestselling white wine by far and we’ve previ-
ously offered two previous vintages in these 
pages very successfully. Made from 100 per 
cent Sauvignon Blanc by Gavin and  Angela 
Quinney at their 200-acre estate in the 
Entre Deux Mers, some 15 miles south-east 
of Bordeaux, it’s an old favourite of mine. 
Oz Clarke and Jancis Robinson have writ-
ten of it glowingly and both Gordon Ram-
say and Rick Stein like it enough to have it 
as their house wine. I reckon the 2015 is their 
best vintage yet. £9.65 down from £9.95.

We have offered the glorious, salmon- 
pink-hued Mas de Cadenet Sainte Victoire 
Rosé (3) here before too. A rosé of real style 
from the foothills of Montagne Sainte Vic-
toire in the Côtes de Provence (as famous-
ly painted by Paul Cézanne), it fair flew out 
the door, so no apology for giving readers 
the chance to get their hands on the 2015 
vintage, which has just arrived in the UK. 
A blend of Grenache, Cinsault and Syrah, 
it might look unassuming in the glass but it 
has plenty of weighty, wild strawberry fruit, a 
touch of peppery spice and a long, dry finish 

tasty claret from a first-rate vintage. And, 
being seven years old, has a decent amount 
of bottle age and is pretty much at peak 
maturity. A blend of 90 per cent Merlot and 
10 per cent Cabernet Franc, it’s soft, smooth 
and savoury with perfectly measured dark 
plum fruit. £9.65 down from £9.95.

Finally, the scrumptious 2013 Château 
de la Négly (6) from the highly regarded 
 family-run estate near Narbonne in the 
Coteaux de Languedoc. A classic mix of 
Syrah, Mourvèdre, Grenache, Cinsault and 
Carignan — with many of the vines over 50 
years old — it’s nothing if not mouth-filling 
and concentrated. Wines like this are right 
up my street: big and bold, with buckets of 
 character and plenty of ever-changing, com-
plex flavours in the glass. It’s great now but 
 certainly has the oomph to keep for a few 
years. £10.45 down from £10.95.

The sample case has two bottles of each 
wine and delivery, as ever, is free.

and is as good with grub as it is on its own. 
£10.45 down from £10.95.

The medal-winning 2012 Rioja Vega 
 Crianza (4) is wonderfully meaty, juicy, 
jammy and fresh. A blend of Tempranillo, 
Mazuelo and Garnacha (a.k.a. Grenache), 

it’s crammed with fresh fruit flavours – 
cherries, raspberries, blackberries – and has 
just a hint of spice and liquorice on the fin-
ish thanks to 18 months in oak barriques. 
Rioja Vega might have been making wine 
for more than 125 years but this is resolutely 
new wave in style — vibrant and fresh, rath-
er than vanilla-rich and mellow. £9.55 down 
from £9.95.

The 2009 Château Calet (5) from Blaye 
in the Côtes de Bordeaux is an extremely 

Please send wine to

Name

Address

Postcode

Telephone

Email*

Mastercard/Visa no.

Start date  Expiry date  Sec. code

Issue no.         Signature

Prices include VAT and delivery on the 
British mainland. Payment should be 
made either by cheque with the order, 
payable to FromVineyardsDirect, or 
by debit or credit card, details of which 
may be telephoned or faxed. This offer, 
which is subject to availability, closes 
on 30 April 2016.

ORDER FORM Spectator Wine Offer
www.spectator.co.uk/wine-club
FromVineyardsDirect.com, Northburgh House, 10 Northburgh St, London EC1V 0AT
Tel: 020 7549 7900; Fax: 020 7253 9539; Email: service@fromvineyardsdirect.com

*Only provide your email address if you would like to receive offers or communications by email from The Spectator (1828) Limited, part of the Press Holdings 
Group. See Classified pages for Data Protection Act Notice. The Spectator (1828) Limited, part of the Press Holdings Group would like to pass your details on 
to other carefully selected organisations in order that they can offer you information, goods and services that may be of interest to you. If you would prefer that 
your details are not passed to such organisations, please tick this box .

Both Gordon Ramsay and Rick Stein 
like the Château Bauduc enough to 

have it as their house wine

Prices in form are per case of 12  List price Club price No.

White 1 Domaine de la Chesnaie, Loire 2014, 12% £101.40 £96.60
 2 Château Bauduc, Bordeaux 2015, 13% £119.40 £115.80
Rosé 3 Mas de Cadenet 2015, Provence 2015, 12.5% £131.40 £125.40
Red 4 Rioja Vega Crianza 2012, 13.5% £119.40 £114.60
 5 Château Calet, Côtes de Bordeaux, 2009, 13.5% £119.40 £115.80
 6 Château de la Négly, Languedoc 2013, 14% £131.40 £125.40
Mixed 7 Sample case, two each of the above £120.40 £115.00 

Total
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This clearance/double attack shot wins Black’s 
knight. 23 ... Qxb4 24 Nxa3 Bxh4 Black 
gets three pawns for the piece which is not so 
bad. His trouble comes not from material 
considerations, but from a lack of king safety. 
25 Nc4 b5 26 Nb6 Rad8 27 Bf5 Bg5 28 
Rcg1 Qb2+ 29 Kf3 Bf4 30 Rg2 Qb4 31 
Nd7 Rc8 32 Nf6+ This wins, but immediately 
decisive is 32 Bxg6 fxg6 (32 ... Rc3?? is refuted 
by 33 Bf5+ Bg3 34 Rxg3 mate) 33 Rxg6+ Kf7 
34 Rf6+ Kg7 35 Rg1+ Kh8 36 Rxf8+ Rxf8 37 
Nxf8. 32 ... Kg7 33 Nh5+ Kg8 34 Bxc8 
Rxc8 35 Rc2 Rxc2 36 Qxc2 Qa3+ 37 Qb3 
Qxb3+ 38 axb3 gxh5 39 Ra1 h4 40 Kg4 
Be3 41 Rxa6 Bc5 42 Kxh4 f5 43 exf5 e4 
44 b4 Bxb4 45 Kg5 Kf7 46 Ra7+ Ke8 47 
f6 Black resigns

The Candidates tournament to determine the 
challenger later this year to world champion 
Magnus Carlsen is now well underway in 
Moscow. Early indications favoured the 
former champion Viswanathan Anand, the 
new young talent Sergei Karjakin, and Lev 
Aronian, Olympiad gold medallist, all of 
whom scored in the opening rounds. The 
main victim of their initial surge was 
Vesselin Topalov, the former Fidé champion, 
whose conduct in his games at the start was 
unrecognisably supine. This week’s puzzle 
features his loss to Anand.
    An instructive element of the official 
website (moscow2016.fide.com) is a potted 
history of previous Candidates tournaments 
and their winners, including such luminaries 
as David Bronstein, Vassily Smyslov, Tigran 
Petrosian and Mikhail Tal. All of these, with 
the exception of Bronstein, went on to win 
the title, and all four faced the Red Czar of 
Soviet chess, Mikhail Botvinnik, in their 
championship quests.
   This week’s game is a stirring win by Tal 
from his powerful performance in the 1959 
Candidates. Notes are based on the new 
book Tal: Move by Move by Cyrus 
Lakdawala, published by Everyman Chess.
 
Tal-Gligoric: Candidates Tournament Bled/
Zagreb/Belgrade 1959; King’s Indian Defence
 
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 g6 3 Nc3 Bg7 4 e4 d6 5 f3 
0–0 6 Be3 e5 7 Nge2 c6 8 d5 cxd5 9 cxd5 
a6 10 Qd2 Nbd7 11 g4 h5 12 h3 Nh7 
13 h4 This move constitutes a serious inaccuracy. 
White should play either 13 Rg1 or 13 0-0-0.  
13 ... hxg4 14 fxg4 (see diagram 1) 14 ... 
Nhf6 Gligoric missed a promising opportunity 
with 14 ... Nb6! when Black threatens ... Bxg4 and 
also ... Nc4 when White has only unpleasant 
options. 15 Bh3 Nb6 16 Bg5 Nc4 17 Qd3 
Qc7 17 ... Nxb2? allows White to greatly increase 
pressure on f6 e.g. 18 Qf3! b5 19 h5! with a strong 
attack. 18 b3 Na3 19 Rc1 Bxg4 Gligoric’s 
move walks into Tal’s devious trap, but his position 
is already precarious. 20 Bxf6 Bxe2 21 Kxe2 
Bxf6 22 Nb1 Qa5 (see diagram 2) 23 b4  

In Competition No. 2939 you were invited to 
submit a poem about a famous person and 
an unlikely pet.

There’s plenty of inspiration out there 
in the real world. A photograph from 1969 
shows Salvador Dalí emerging from the 
subway, his rather dejected-looking pet ant-
eater in tow. And then there is Gérard de 
Nerval, who considered the lobster to be an 
ideal companion: ‘They are peaceful, serious 
creatures … and they don’t gobble up your 
monadic privacy like dogs do.’ He used to 
take his for a walk round the Paris-Royal in 
Paris on a lead made of blue silk ribbon.

You more than matched these  bonkers 
pairings. Theresa May’s jellyfish; Boris John-
son’s loris; Attila the Hun’s hippo; Jane 
Austen’s axolotl; all deserve an honour-
able mention. Those entries printed below 
take £20. The bonus fiver belongs to Basil 
Ransome -Davies.

George Eliot’s an honoured name,
But few have cared to note
That backing up this classy dame
And everything she wrote,
Thus magnifying the acclaim
That floated George’s boat,
Were Goethe, who copped all the fame,
And Archibald, her goat. 

He was a youthful Appenzell,
But wise beyond his years,
Whose ego-massaging would quell
The author’s doubts and fears.
The tinkling of Archie’s bell
Was music to her ears
And when she came to eat him, well —
She shed remorseful tears.
Basil Ransome-Davies

When in remembrance of times past we glance
At what was loved by people who were great,
Let us recall how Shakespeare got by chance
A she-bear as his comforter and mate.
One Christmas Day when actors had their feast
A bear was brought by special invitation
And Shakespeare, being partial to the beast,
Brought her back home to give him inspiration.
One evening as he stroked her gentle head
Looking for words to celebrate his art
He smiled to see her resting by his bed;
For her, he thought, I must compose a part.
When he was buried famous folk were there
Carrying Shakespeare — followed by a bear.    
Frank McDonald

Picasso had days when his mood would be blue,
he’d say ‘there are times I’m despairing, and yet
although I have women — in fact, quite a few —
there’s nothing could cheer me as much as a pet.’

So he set off to purchase a small manatee,
with a beautiful face; he displayed her with pride
and he took her for walks and they swam in the sea,
but in time he declared ‘I am not satisfied!

PUZZLE NO. 400

White to play. This position is a variation from 
Anand-Topalov, Fidé Candidates, Moscow 2016. 
White can capture the black bishop, but how can 
he do better? Answers by Monday 21 March 
via email to victoria@spectator.co.uk. There is a 
prize of £20 for the first correct answer out of a 
hat. Please include a postal address and allow six 
weeks for prize delivery.

Last week’s solution 1 ... Qxg5
Last week’s winner Alex Everingham, 
Newton Mearns, Glasgow

Chess 
Candidates  
Raymond Keene

Competition 
Preposterous pet  
Lucy Vickery

rDWDW4kD 
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DWDWDWDW 

rDb1W4kD 
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pDW0WDpD 
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WDWDPDP) 
DWHWGWDW 
P)W!NDWD 
$WDWIBDR 

Diagram 1

Diagram 2
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  Across
 1 Moll producing sauce or 

gravy (5)
  6 Jolly sister shampooing (7) 
 12 Small box of rolled gold (4) 
 14 Mythical beast in the old 

tree (4) 
 15 Wild time in Sunshine  

State (5) 
 18 One yearning aloud for  

past master (4)
 19 College cat quivering like a 

jellyfish? (7)
 20 Blushing for clumsy 

journalist (7)
 21 Aristo not on tribunal (3)
 23 Fat Greek leading the life 

of Riley (6)
 25 Ancient award aged rector 

received (4)
 26 Girl in grand boat leaving 

France (5)
 29 Lieutenant twirling pistol? 

(4) 
 32 Nauseous queen declined a 

walk in the park (4) 
 33 Around November meat is 

buyable (5)
 35 Outer garment for short 

lass (4) 
 39 Sore as hell (3)
 41 Parasite’s English piano 

Zulu played (7)
 42 Tweak court shoe not so 

refined (7)
 43 Mug cycling is enthralled 

(4) 
 44 Doughboy shares free 

ramrod (5)
 45 Song that’s in Low Dutch 

(4) 
 47 Love between a German 

and Irishman (4) 
 49 Poet’s stop in paradise 

inspired right away (7)

 50 Giant married in excited 
eagerness (5)

  Down
 3 Winding lane poor horses 

go up (6)
  4 Rather quick chevaliers are 

out jogging (9) 
  5 Rumour about Latin class 

(5) 
  6 Hidden danger of gin and 

sin (8) 
  7 One does see mental 

pictures (5)
  8 What shopper does is steal 

(5) 
 10 Occupant the French visit 

(6) 
 13 Carpeting in tower (6)
 16 Wheel some buggy rated (6)
 24 Hard heart raises sensitive 

subject (9, two words)
 27 Bard’s remark about active 

child (6)
 28 Spilt close to bay, oil with 

help is readily dispersed (8)
 31 Measure Iberian for 

waistcoat (6)
 34 Bill keeps temper down (6) 
 37 Showy plant in a meadow 

below Valentine State (6)
 38 Patriarch’s main apartments 

(5) 
 40 Athletic floozy upset US 

city (5) 

 41 Greedy bore always accepts 
silver (5)

 42 Ungulates pulled up grass 
(4) 

 A first prize of £30 for the first 
correct solution opened on 4 
April. There are two runners-up 
prizes of £20. (UK solvers can 
choose to receive the latest 
edition of the Chambers 
dictionary instead of cash —  
ring the word ‘dictionary’.) 
Entries to: Crossword 2252, 
The Spectator, 22 Old Queen 
Street, London SW1H 9HP. 
Please allow six weeks for 
prize delivery.

Crossword 
2252: Writer 
deploys me  
by Dumpynose

‘I’m feeling abstracted — I’m moving her eye
an inch or two higher, perhaps I should squeeze
her mouth to the side, then I think I shall try
to shift the whole head one-eighty degrees.

She’ll go to the salon, and that’s when I shall
endeavour to fashion a mask placed upon
her beautiful nose; then she’ll look quite a gal,
and l’ll call her a Demoiselle d’Avignon.’
Sylvia Fairley

Hitler’s parrot, Aryana,
A snowy, pure-bred Afrikaner,
With right wing raised would screech, ‘Sieg Heil!’
Which made her doting owner smile;
And when the war was going well,
As country after country fell,
He felt a proprietorial pride
That she exclaimed on History’s side.
But when the good news turned to bad,
Most notably at Stalingrad,
The words began to echo round
With something of a hollow sound;
Until at last in führious rage
He upped to pluck her from her cage
And make quite sure she did not talk
Beyond a final strangled squawk.
W.J. Webster 

Max Miller
Had a pet gorilla,
A male silverback in its prime,
Which he kept largely on account of the rhyme,
But occasionally, in fact,
To use in his act,
As a filler.
Miller’s jokes were famously blue,
And here the gorilla would help him, too,
And listen while Miller gave new gags a try.
Some double-entendres passed the beast by,
But the ones he liked best
Made him roar and thump his chest,
As gorillas do.
(Fittingly, it is recounted
That he was subsequently stuffed and mounted.) 
Brian Murdoch

Walter Bagehot
kept a pet maggot.
His reason is a mystery
since its knowledge of constitutional history
must have been small,
if at all.

What sort of man would make fishing bait
his best mate?
Martin Parker

Brahms had a fling with an aardvark.
But he dumped her just after they’d kissed.
He said ‘Clara Schumann,
Has made me her new man,
So now you’re not top of my Liszt.’
John Priestland

NO. 2942: GENDER REASSIGNMENT 

Now seems like a good time to give a couple 
of old nursery rhymes a contemporary twist: 
you are invited to submit a rhyme of up to 
16 lines incorporating the lines ‘What are lit-
tle girls made of?’ and ‘What are little boys 
made of?’ Please email entries to lucy@
spectator.co.uk by midday on 30 March. 

SOLUTION TO 2249: TRANSFORMATION 

In line with 10A, other unclued lights were anagrams of US 
states: 17A ILLINOIS; 29A MARYLAND; 35A UTAH; 7D 
TEXAS; 9D OREGON; 18D MINNESOTA; 33D MAINE.

First prize Paul Davies, Reading, Berkshire
Runners-up D.P. Shenkin, London WC1; Mrs J. James, 
Harrow, Middlesex

Name   

Address 
 

  

  
 
Email  

11/22, 36/1D, 48/2, 9/30 and 
17/46 combine to form ana-
grams of the titles of five works 
(four of two words, one of 
three) by a writer whose name 
will appear diagonally in the 
grid and must be shaded.
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cumstances; the opposite of the dysto-
pian classroom jungles in  Channel 4’s 
fly-on-the-wall documentaries. Pro-
gressive educationalists claim that 
traditional teaching and strong disci-
pline stifles children’s creativity and 
turns them into North Korean drones, 
but the children I saw could not have 
been happier or more engaged.

 Even the lunch hour felt too good 
to be true. First, the children collec-
tively recited poetry from  memory — 
‘Look on my works, ye Mighty, and 
despair’ — then, at the behest of a 
teacher, they discussed the topic of 
the day as they ate their lunch. In this 
case, the subject was the impor-
tance of dressing  ‘professionally’, 
e.g., not wearing hoodies and low-
slung  trousers. At the end of the 
meal, pupils took turns to stand up 
and ‘give appreciation’ — thanking 
a fellow student or member of staff 
for teaching them a valuable lesson. 
One African-Caribbean boy stood up 
and said: ‘I’d like to thank Miss Dyer 
for showing me it’s easy to react in a 
crazy way if you’re accused of some-
thing you haven’t done, but it just 
makes people think you’re guilty.’

The government’s education 
reforms have been in the news this 
week following the announcement 
that all mainstream local author-
ity schools in England must become 
academies, and the critics have been 
out in force. Once again, the dys-
functional public education system 
that New Labour bequeathed to the 
Tories in 2010, in which a fifth of chil-
dren left school unable to read or 
do basic maths, is being portrayed 
as a golden age. According to these 
nostalgics, England had the best 
state schools in Christendom before 

It was like being on the set of an 
inspirational Hollywood film 
about a visionary teacher who 

transforms the lives of disadvantaged 
African-American and  Hispanic 
children in a run-down part of Los 
Angeles. The young woman leaping 
about at the front of the class, who 
had somehow got a group of 12- and 
13-year-olds speaking fluent French, 
looked a bit like Emma Stone. If this 
was a film, she’d be a cert for an Oscar.

But this was no movie and I was in 
Wembley, not LA. The French class I 
was observing at Michaela Commu-
nity School — a free school opened in 
2014 by Katharine Birbalsingh — was 
the most impressive I’ve ever seen, 
and I’ve visited dozens of schools 
across the world, including some of 
Britain’s top public schools. Children 
on free school meals who had arrived 
wth a reading age of six were rattling 
off French verbs and  sentences that 
would have shamed an A-level group. 
And this wasn’t even the top set!

 I was suspicious at first — was 
this a dog-and-pony show put on to 
impress visitors? — but I popped into 
another class and then another. It was 
the same in every one. Children sitting 
up straight and listening in respect-
ful silence, then a sea of eager, out-
stretched hands. It was like a model 
school showing just what it’s  possible 
to achieve in the most challenging cir-

Michael Gove and his Visigoths were 
let loose with axes and wrecking balls. 

But Katharine Birbalsingh taught 
in a number of those schools and 
knows it to be a lie. ‘I’ll tell you what 
drives me,’ she said in her office over-
looking Wembley Park tube station. ‘I 
failed hundreds of children in my life-
time because I was part of a system 
that failed children. I’m determined 
never to fail another child and if I 
can do that, Michaela won’t just save 
them; it will save me. It can be done. 
We just have to think differently.’

 I’ve known Katharine since she 
bravely stood up at the 2010 Con-
servative party conference and spoke 
in support of Michael Gove. At the 
time she was the deputy head of a 
large south London  comprehensive, 
and though no Tory, she had seen 
how bog-standard comprehensives 
had consistently failed the least well-
off. Needless to say, she parted com-
pany with that comp soon afterwards. 
She earned a living as a journalist 
for a while, but I advised her to start 
her own school and, after getting 
nowhere in Labour-controlled Lam-
beth, she finally managed to open 
Michaela in Brent in 2014.

This school is nothing short of 
miraculous — a beacon of light made 
possible by Conservative education 
reforms. I hope that in three years’ 
time, when Michaela gets its first set 
of stellar GCSE results, Katharine 
will be invited to speak at the 2019 
Labour party conference to explain 
how she and her staff have done it. 
Her opening line should be: ‘Look on 
my works, ye Mighty, and despair.’

Toby Young is associate editor of 
The Spectator.

Status Anxiety
The miracle
of Michaela
Toby Young

MICHAEL HEATH

This was the 
opposite of 
the dystopian 
classroom 
jungles in 
Channel 4’s 
fl y-on-the-wall
documentaries
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quite happy to return to the ranks and 
still give it everything is a rare beast.

Both Eddie Jones and the Welsh 
coach Warren Gatland are tough for-
mer hookers who don’t like to give an 
inch. Their mindset is built on ruth-
less defence and, in Warrenball’s case, 
sending very big men at speed in the 
straightest line. It brought two grand 
slams for Wales. Now Jones’s Eng-
land have taken the upper hand, with 
a superb back row denying the Welsh 
any ball. The post-2003 experiment of 
using home-country coaches — John-
son, Robinson and Lancaster — just 
didn’t work out. But the Antipodean 
will to win has done the trick, first for 
Wales and now for England. As Jones 
says, you don’t want to beat teams 
with just a strong defence. I can’t wait 
to see where he will take England. 

Sorry to see that England front-
row tree-trunk Joe Marler might be 
in a pickle for his jibe at Welsh rival 
Samson Lee. But in terms of the 
usual levels of obscenity and  violence 
in an international front row, calling 
someone ‘gypsy boy’ is like shak-
ing their hand and giving them a big 
kiss. Gareth Chilcott’s memoir has 
eye-watering stories of verbal and 
physical damage. Even the saintly 
Sean Fitzpatrick was not averse to a 
mouthful of abuse when scrumming 
down. Anyway, I have always had 
a soft spot of Marler, a rough-and-
ready character who has spent most 
of his rugby life with a pink mohican 

The return heavyweight bout 
between England and Wales 
lived up to its billing as the 

most thumping rugby match of the 
Six Nations. It was also the perfect 
result for both sides. England’s win 
brings the Grand Slam in sight, but 
Wales get to feel smug that they could 
have won if they had played on for a 
couple more minutes against an Eng-
land team clutching at air with the 
bench emptied and the two leaders, 
Dylan Hartley and Chris Robshaw, 
withdrawn. There’s nothing the Welsh 
like more in the absence of a win than 
claiming the moral high ground.

In a masterstroke of man-manage-
ment, the England coach Eddie Jones 
— who will presumably soon be walk-
ing to work on water —  singled out 
Robshaw as his player of the season. 
That’s the very same man very pub-
licly iced as skipper after the World 
Cup. I’m not sure he was the very best 
player — Vunipola, Ben Youngs and 
James Haskell have all been  pretty 
good — but how astute of Jones to 
single out the man with most reason 
to feel aggrieved. The captain who is 

haircut and the words Jolly Sausages 
shaved into his head to plug a mate’s 
shop. And in the annals of abuse he 
is not even in the frame when you 
think about John Terry’s sparkling 
admonishment to Anton Ferdinand: 
of which the only non-obscene word 
— ‘black’ — effectively finished Ter-
ry’s international career. So mercy for 
Marler: you know it makes sense.

You have to hand it to Maria 
Sharapova: all those years as an elite 
athlete, the grand slams, the endless 
training, the constant touring, net-
working and marketing to develop 
her brand and pull in the millions. 
And it turns out she was suffering 
from a range of serious ailments, 
from angina to diabetes, that required 
treatment with a Latvian-made med-
ication called meldonium. And she 
never mentioned it at all. Such  heroic 
restraint. And purely by chance the 
medication she was taking for 16 
years had the unforeseen bonus of 
increasing blood flow and recovery 
times. What a coincidence. 

Quite rightly, Leicester City have 
been everyone’s dream team and 
Claudio Ranieri the recipient of dec-
larations of love from all and sundry, 
not least Robbie Savage. It’s a pity 
all this Foxy joy has obscured Eddie 
Howe’s success on the south coast. It 
is almost as outstanding an achieve-
ment to keep Bournemouth up as it is 
to have Leicester challenging for the 
title and a Champions League spot.

Q. I have a deep crush on an 
army officer I’ve met through 
work. He is decisive, practical 
and doesn’t waste a word. I am 
charmed. How can I hint that 
I’m interested and would like 
to be asked out? We are due to 
meet in about a month’s time. I 
am almost 40 and haven’t dated 
properly for years post a brief 
marriage. He, I suspect, is mid-
to-late forties. My 21-year-old 
students suggest asking him for 
a drink. Surely not? Any advice? 
He is shorter than me by the way. 
— Name and address withheld

A. Virtually all nice men are 
shy of making passes and will 
do so only if certain that there 
is no risk of rebuff. Look for a 
(short) play or concert local to 
your meeting, ideally in a small 
pop-up venue. Email him to 
say you have promised to bring 
along someone presentable to 
a friend’s performance to lend 
some distinction to the audience. 
After your meeting could he bear 
to join you as you have two free 
tickets? Word it so that if he’s busy 
he can suggest accompanying you 
on another night. 
    First, he will know that you 
think him presentable. Second, 
the play or concert will give you 
a shared reference for discussion 
at the restaurant dinner to which 
he will insist on treating you 
afterwards. 
    The important thing is to signal 
your interest. So many attractive 

men blunder about singly for 
years because they assume no 
one wants them. They are there 
for the taking once emboldened 
by the self-confidence your stated 
approval will bestow. Obviously, 
don’t overdo it.

Q. I am a single man of 28 and 
my social life is so hectic that 
although I really enjoy all the 
dinners and weekends, I seem 
unable to make time to write and 
thank people. The guilt is hanging 
over me like a pall but I can’t get 
organised on this matter.
— F.B., London W11

A. Carry a wad of postcards 
in your sponge bag. Write one 
before leaving the premises and 
leave it propped somewhere to 
pleasantly surprise your host 
the next day. Even if it is only a 
few words for a dinner, though 

obviously longer for a stay, the 
charm of finding the unexpected 
missive will compensate for 
the non-receipt of the snail-
mailed expression which is so 
increasingly hard to achieve.

Q. I have bought a rather small 
but very expensive box of 
chocolates as a gift for a family 
member. I know they will enjoy 
them but be rather oblivious 
to their full cost. Is it ever 
appropriate to have ‘forgotten’ to 
remove the price tag? Or is there 
a better way to convey the value?
— G.W., London, SW11

A. Look portentous as you hand 
over the chocolates. Say: ‘These 
are just for you so hide them away. 
They are so good they’re not so 
much chocolate as medicine. 
Google them and you will see 
how special they are.’

Spectator Sport 
Jones the  
dragon-slayer 
Roger Alton

The post-2003 
experiment 
of using 
home-country 
coaches
just didn’t 
work out.

DEAR MARY YOUR PROBLEMS SOLVED
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telephoned to cancel, saying they had 
forgotten they were closed — there is 
a vast photograph of him in his youth-
ful beauty, that is, in 1987, at Harveys 
in Wandsworth. He sweats, pouts, and 
strokes a meat cleaver, as if it were a 
lover, and maybe it was, to him; two 
parts anger to one part need, he is the 
Phantom of the Opera, sponsored by 
Knorr.

The Threadneedles Hotel was 
beautiful too once, when it was a 
bank, which seems preposterous; now 
it smells of Toilet Duck. The lobby is 
full of people breathing Toilet Duck 
fumes and thinking they are some-
where special, because a photograph 
of White is outside the door, with a 
caption saying ‘Let’s do lunch’; do 
they know they are breathing Toilet 
Duck fumes inside a narcissistic delu-
sion or hoax? The dining room is mid-
Victoriana mated with Ernst & Young. 
The decoration is gauche minimalist, 
to emphasise its size; it is as if Prince 
Albert threw out all the gilded furni-
ture in a rage and replaced it at Ikea. 
Red leather chairs have rings of metal 
on the back, possibly to detain the cli-
entele against their will.

Wheeler’s is such a dreadful 
restaurant that I wonder if 
Marco Pierre White even 

knows his name is on it. I suppose, for 
legal reasons, we must assume he does, 
and was not held hostage in a cellar 
while they built and fretted and hung 
inflated photographs of their prisoner 
all over it, like the bedroom of a starlet 
in full madness.

We must assume that White knows 
that Wheeler’s of St James’s, which was 
a famous restaurant, was closed, and 
reopened inside the Thread needles 
hotel in Bank, and it does have his 
name on it, and this is the worst thing 
he has ever done; worse than promot-
ing Knorr stock for Unilever — ‘the 
best thing to happen to cooking since 
me’ — which he sold by implying that 
if you bought Knorr stock, you would 
not only get a base for a soup or stew, 
you might get full sex from White, or 
at least a grope.

You know the original celebrity 
chef has reached a nadir of greed and 
self-disgust when, at the entrance to 
this newish cave — it opened last year, 
and I tried to review it then, but they 

Inside this room — this deal — is a 
restaurant that actually angers me. The 
menu is dull, but you cannot blame a 
restaurant for lack of imagination, not 
in the City of London; it serves the 
usual lunch for the thwarted carni-
vore: steaks; fish; pastas;  salads.

We wait for 30 minutes for our 
starters in an almost empty room; 
every five minutes, an orange man 
sings: ‘Five minutes more!’ It arrives, 
and it is disgusting: my macaroni 
cheese is a yellow soup of salt. Thirty- 
five minutes after the plates are 
cleared, after further futile interven-
tions from the orange man, the main 
course comes.

My companion has the pork; it is, 
she says, OK. I have risotto, which 
is dotted with pieces of burnt cauli-
flower and inedible. If that is a dish, 
and apparently it is, it should be 
 suppressed. I place my plate to the 
side — one, two, three waiters walk 
past it; maybe they think I ordered 
lunch but am not hungry? The orange 
man has disappeared, possibly to sing 
an aria to cauliflower. I tell the man 
who clears the plates: this is inedible. 
He offers to take it off the bill, but he 
forgets, or lies.

I wonder how the youngest chef 
to win three Michelin stars, the mir-
acle of Wandsworth, came to this; 
when did he stop caring about food? 
I look at my cloakroom ticket; it is, 
laugh ably, a laminated photograph of 
Marco Pierre White. He is not the first 
famous man to be eaten by his own 
myth; but I cannot recommend it.

Wheeler’s Oyster Bar and Grill 
Room, Threadneedle Street, London 
EC2R 8AY, tel: 020 7657 8144.
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On the Radio 4 news at 
11 o’clock last Saturday morning 
there was a joky report about 
roosters in Brisbane. The cocks, it 
said, were annoying people with 
their crowing. The news at noon 
called them not roosters and 
cocks, but cockerels and fowls.

I wrote here in 2005 about 
the advent of the ‘Year of the 
Cockerel’ and suggested that 
cock would soon be unusable 
because it put everyone in 
mind of a rude word for penis. 
Things have got worse since 
then. Mealy-mouthed folk who 
say cockerel simply ignore its 
meaning, which is ‘a young cock’. 
It’s like calling all cats kittens. 

Oddly enough, the Oxford 
English Dictionary says that 
cockerel is ‘archaic or dialect’. 
That was in 1891, when the entry 
was written and prim Victorians 
happily spoke of a cock crowing, 
even though the lexicographers 
admitted that it was also ‘The 
current name for penis among 
the people, but, pudoris causa, 
not admissible in polite speech 
or literature.’

Earlier this month some 
undergraduates demanded that 

a Benin bronze that someone 
had bequeathed to Jesus College, 
Cambridge, 85 years ago should 
be sent back to Africa. The 
Daily Mail called it a cockerel 
throughout a long article, as did 
the Guardian and the Sunday 
Times (which made it a rooster 
in a headline). Yet the only 
reason that the bronze had been 
given to the college is that cocks 
are a college emblem, a rebus 
for its founder Bishop Alcock. 
His lovely chantry chapel at 
Ely is thick with cocks. Even 
an exhortation to his clergy 
was printed under the name 
Gallicantus, ‘cock crow’.

At the same time, Boris 

Johnson excused an email 
seeming to gag employees by 
saying it was a cock-up. Here 
cock-up is a politer version of 
fuck-up. People might claim 
that a cock-up is merely a bent-
up version of something that 
should be straight, but as slang 
it is found no earlier than Eric 
Partridge’s dictionary of 1948.

I must say that it was 
optimistic even in my schooldays 
to expect us young girls to recite 
Burns’s poem ‘Cock up your 
beaver’ without giggling. Today, 
having cock-ups, but never a 
simple cock, seems less a cock-up 
than a conspiracy.

 — Dot Wordsworth

MIND YOUR LANGUAGE

Cock

‘Let’s run away to Gretna Green and go shopping.’
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