
26 march 2016  £4.00 www.spectator.co.uk  est. 1828 

68-page glossy quarterly magazine with Roger Scruton, Sarah Vine and Jeremy Clarke, and featuring…

by  
Sean 
Langan

by  
Mary 
KillenTina Fey’s war My life on Gogglebox 

BA
H

RA
IN

 B
D

3.
20

. C
A

N
A

D
A

 C
$7

.5
0.

  
EU

RO
 Z

O
N

E 
€6

.9
5 

SO
U

TH
 A

FR
IC

A
 Z

A
R7

9.
90

  
U

A
E 

A
ED

34
.0

0.
 U

SA
 U

S$
7.

20
.  

Easter rising
James Forsyth on the Tory crack-up

Ben
 Sc

ho
tt’s

 

dia
ry

My beautifully boring baby 
Mary Wakefield

A nice cup of tea with Isis
Rod Liddle

How the Clintons created Trump
John R. MacArthur

BREXIT-PROOF 
YOUR DINNER  

PARTY
DEAR MARY



Britain can’t wait any longer for a new 
runway. Only one airport can legally 
expand without breaking EU air quality 
limits. Only one expansion plan is 
possible. So let’s make it happen. 
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On Tuesday morning Belgium was the 
latest European country to suffer a 
major terrorist attack. It is a disturb-

ing reminder of the war that has not gone 
away. After the arrest of Salah Abdeslam, 
chief suspect over atrocities at the Bata-
clan centre in Paris last November, Belgian 
officials warned of the prospect of revenge 
attacks: perhaps spectacular atrocities, aim-
ing at killing hundreds. They came four days 
later in Brussels airport and Metro — a 
demonstration of the jihadis’ ability to act 
quickly. 

After such an attack we can expect to 
be offered a blizzard of explanations, many 
of them erroneous. One commonly heard 
claim is that Islamist terrorism is a response 
to western foreign policy. Yet few countries 
have been less active in foreign policy than 
Belgium. The harder truth is that Belgium’s 
problems, like those of its French  neighbour, 
are primarily domestic. As the raids in 
Molenbeek showed, there are areas which 
the police and security services enter only 
with trepidation and where some locals are 
willing to give cover and shelter to known 

terrorists. As we reported in the wake of 
November’s Paris attacks, Belgium and 
France’s problems come down to an issue 
of mass Muslim migration and a rejection of 
assimilation by some of those incomers. In 
Belgium and France, as in the UK, the areas 
where Muslim populations are particularly 
dense are disproportionately likely to be 
the places from which the terrorists come. 

After the arrest of Abdeslam in Molenbeek 
there were reports of local youths attacking 
 Belgian security forces. This was not sim-
ply because the police were in ‘their’ area, 
but because the authorities had taken away 
someone that some of them admired.

For years the Belgian authorities have 
been seen as a weak link in Europe’s defenc-
es. The Belgians believed, as the British 
security services did before 7/7, that if they 
allowed Islamism to gestate at home, the 

terrorists would spare the country that had 
given them sanctuary. That fallacy now lies 
on the scrapheap of ideas where it always 
belonged.

Although Belgium has particular  security 
problems, it is important to remember that 
such an attack could happen anywhere. The 
reason there has not been a major  terrorist 
attack in the UK for more than a decade is 
not because Islamists lack the will. At least 
half a dozen major Isis-style attacks have 
been thwarted in the last year in the UK 
alone. The fact that these attacks did not hap-
pen is a consequence of  exceptional work by 
the British security services and because, 
thanks to our geography, it is  harder to get 
munitions across the Channel than across 
the increasingly porous borders of what used 
to be the Schengen area. 

The jihadi threat is evolving, and our 
 ability to respond is — thankfully — evolv-
ing with it. But as the IRA  famously said, 
 bombers have to be lucky only once: the 
police need to be lucky all of the time. 
 Britain has been lucky, but it is far from 
 inevitable that our luck will hold.

The jihad continues

The politics of purpose
George Osborne is often accused of 

being a highly political Chancellor. If 
only this were true. His major failing is an 
inability to predict the political reactions to 
his Budget statements, and then to revoke 
policy once he realises its unpopularity. It 
took Iain Duncan Smith’s resignation to 
draw the Chancellor’s attention to the folly 
of juxtaposing disability benefit cuts with tax 
cuts for the wealthy. Then afterwards MPs 
were stunned to be told that further welfare 
cuts — seen as non-negotiable a few weeks 

ago — have now been abandoned. That was 
a hugely expensive and unnecessary conces-
sion, made out of blind political panic.

The Energy Secretary, Amber Rudd, 
said last weekend that she ‘resented’ Dun-
can Smith’s ‘high moral tone’. She would do 
better to learn from it. He was pointing out 
that the Conservative party needs to have 
a  purpose: that Tories should be concerned 
with what is right as well as what is fiscal-
ly necessary — and that confident, modern 
Conservatives talk about both. They also 

think about both before they pass a Budget. 
That ought to be a fairly basic point.

Mr Cameron tried to repair the damage 
this week by making a speech about how 
his government is dedicated to the poorest. 
He has a long list of achievements to back 
up this claim, but it is all undermined by 
 sloppy mistakes. We are still just a year into 
this parliament; there is plenty of time for 
the government to correct itself. And time 
for the Prime Minister to explain to a still- 
sceptical country what Conservatism is for.

Belgium has particular  security 
problems, but such an attack 

could happen anywhere
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paedophile, on ‘slender evidence, sloppily 
investigated’, of Bishop George Bell of 
Chichester, who died in 1958. Barclays told 
Wafic Said, the billionaire businessman 
and philanthropist, that he could no longer 
bank with them, because his interests in 
Syria made it hard for the bank to meet 
compliance requirements. A man jumped 
into the sea at Buncrana, Co. Donegal, and 
saved a baby from a car that sank with the 
loss of five other members of a family.

Plans by the regulator Ofqual to 
overhaul the examination appeal 

system in England were ‘unpersuasive, 
misdirected and likely to make the 
current unsatisfactory situation worse’, 
according to the National Association of 
Head Teachers and the Headmasters and 
Headmistresses Conference. An 18-year-
old black man was shot dead sitting in a car 
in Birmingham. Lord Briggs, the historian 
Asa Briggs, died, aged 94. Cliff Michelmore, 
the television presenter, died, aged 96. 
Paul Daniels, the magician, died, aged 77. 

Abroad 

Explosions went off in Brussels, at 
Zaventem airport and the Maelbeek 

Metro station, which is close to the 
European Commission headquarters 
and European Parliament, leaving many 
dead or wounded. All Metro stations 
and the Gare Centrale were closed. Four 
days earlier, Salah Abdeslam, wanted 
in connection with the bombings and 
shootings that killed 130 in Paris in 
November, was arrested near his home 
in Molenbeek, Brussels. A suicide bomb 

that killed four people in Istiklal Caddesi, 
Istanbul, was blamed on the Islamic 
State by the Turkish interior minister. An 
agreement between the European Union 
and Turkey came into effect whereby all 
‘irregular migrants’ crossing from Turkey 
to Greece will be sent back, for each of 
whom a Syrian migrant from Turkey would 
be resettled in the EU, up to a limit of 
72,000. Turkey would receive three billion 
euros, its people allowed to enter the 
Schengen area and there would be steps to 
‘re-energise’ Turkey’s bid to join the EU. 
More than 50,000 migrants were stranded 
in Greece. 

America was to blame for provoking 
problems at Iranian banks, Ayatollah 

Ali Khamenei, the Supreme Leader, said 
in an address marking the Iranian new 
year. Nineteen Jews were brought to Israel 
from Yemen, where about 50 remain of 
51,000 who lived there in 1948. A FlyDubai 
flight crashed at Rostov-on-Don airport 
in Russia, killing all 62 on board. A coach 
bringing students back to Barcelona from a 
festival in Valencia crashed, killing 13. 

President Barack Obama of the United 
States visited Cuba, the first sitting 

president to do so since Calvin Coolidge 
88 years ago. During a visit to Nepal, Prince 
Harry met survivors of the earthquakes 
last year that killed nearly 9,000 people. 
In Brazil a political crisis continued, 
involving President Dilma Rousseff and 
her predecessor Luiz Inacio Lula da Silva. 
Nike started selling trainers with laces 
that tightened themselves with the help of 
little electric motors. CSH

Home 

Iain Duncan Smith resigned as Work and 
Pensions Secretary two days after the 

Budget, throwing the government into a 
fine pickle. In his letter of resignation, he 
said that new changes to benefits to the 
disabled were ‘not defensible in the way 
they were placed within a Budget that 
benefits higher-earning taxpayers’. With 
a dig at George Osborne, the Chancellor 
of the Exchequer, he questioned whether 
‘enough has been done to ensure “we are 
all in this together”.’ In his reply, David 
Cameron, the Prime Minister, wrote: ‘Today 
[18 March] we agreed not to proceed with 
the policies in their current form.’ He was, 
therefore ‘puzzled and disappointed’. 
Mr Cameron’s letter also pointed out: ‘We 
are on different sides in the vital debate 
about the future of Britain’s relations 
with Europe.’ Mr Duncan Smith said: 
‘Europe has nothing to do with this — that 
is a deliberate attempt to put something 
out there that discredits me.’ Stephen 
Crabb was appointed Work and Pensions 
Secretary, with Alun Cairns replacing 
him as Welsh Secretary. The government 
then reprieved Personal Independence 
Payments, the nub of Mr Duncan Smith’s 
complaint, leaving Mr Osborne with 
a shortfall of £4 billion.

The Metropolitan Police closed 
Operation Midland, an investigation 

since 2014 into allegations of child abuse 
and murder by prominent people, for 
which no evidence was found. A group 
of lawyers, academics and senior church 
figures challenged the condemnation as a 
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Ben Schott

Killing time in a Heathrow first-class 
lounge, I notice how many men 

adopt an unmistakable ‘first-class lounge’ 
persona. They stand like maquettes in an 
architect’s model (feet apart, shoulders 
squared, defining their perimeter) 
and bellow into mobiles like they’re 
the first person ever to need ‘rather 
an urgent word’ with Maureen in HR. 
Along with this ‘manstanding’ comes 
the ‘manspreading’ of jackets, laptops 
and newspapers (FT for show; Mail for 
dough) over a Sargasso Sea of seats. In 
many ways, ‘first-class-lounge persona’ 
echoes ‘country-house-hotel face’ — the 
affectations couples embrace during 
weekend mini-breaks. These include: 
pretending to be at ease in a Grade I 
Palladian mansion; summoning tea with 
a patrician wave; claiming to know about 
topiary; and throwing shade at new 
arrivals with the air of those for whom the 
house has ‘been in the family’ for hours.

Back in New York, anti-Trump 
voters are bereft that Michael 

Bloomberg has declined to toss his 
$38 billion net worth into the ring. I’d 
certainly have considered supporting 
an entrepreneurial candidate who is 
pro-choice, anti-gun, gay-friendly and 
comparatively sane. If only I had a vote. 
Which brings me to ‘DoubleCross’ — a 
disruptive online venture I’m planning 
with a pal, Rett Wallace. In the ‘sharing 
economy’ individuals monetise excess 
capacity — decluttering attics (eBay), 
renting rooms (Airbnb), driving cars 
(Uber). DoubleCross extends this logic 
to democracy. In their latest elections, 
165 million Americans, 41 million 
Russians, 20 million Brits, and 234 million 
Indians didn’t vote. Many would have 
been only too eager to flog their franchise 
to the highest bidder. DoubleCross 
lets voters list the candidates they’d 
be prepared to back (no fascists or no 
Trots: whatever floats your vote), after 
which the world bids for their ballot. 
Once proof of voting (a polling-booth 
selfie) is confirmed, payment is released. 
DoubleCross will globalise every election 
from the Kremlin to the Knesset, the 
presidency to the parish council. My 
barrister friends warn that even if it 
proves legal, it wouldn’t stay legal for 
long. But they said that about Uber, now 
worth nearly two Mike Bloombergs.

Apple’s refusal to unlock a terrorist’s 
iPhone is, depending on your point of 

view, principled defiance or treacherous 
obstructionism. Yet I suspect the company 
took a third way: decrypting the phone in 
secret while fighting in public. This way 
Apple appears virtuous while keeping the 
authorities sweet; and the FBI gets its data 
while letting us believe our phones to be 
impregnable. It’s the same with Trident. 
The ‘Metternich move’ would have been to 
announce renewal with a fanfare but deploy 

dummy warheads — saving money, 
securing jobs, and doubling down on the 
‘uncertainty principle’. Jeremy Corbyn’s 
plan is similar, except he told everyone.

The final printing of a newspaper is a 
bleak cultural watershed — like the 

razing of a library or the evisceration of 
an opposition party. So I greet the last 
paper edition of the Independent with 
despondency. The Independent played 
a formative part in my life: publishing 
my first article (a diary), and giving me 
work-experience in the darkrooms. It was 
there, under the expert eye of master-
printer John Luff, that I learned to be 
a photographer — not through tuition, 
but by observing craftsmen at work. 
Back then, the Independent employed 
truly great snappers: Brian Harris, John 
Voos, Herbie Knott, David Ashdown 
— to name a few. Photography was 
taken seriously, reproduced beautifully 
and allocated generous real-estate. 
These photographers could shout ‘hold 
the front page’ neither in jest nor as a 
tiresome gimmick. (Glynn Griffiths’s shot 
of the 1988 Clapham Junction rail crash 
was startling as a full page-one splash.) 
Given the freedom to frame unexpected 
angles, hone a style and develop an 
audience, photographers became almost 
like columnists. It’s a mystery so few 
publications even attempt to emulate the 
Indy’s photographic golden age.

As I exited the minicab with a volley 
of thank-yous, my driver observed 

it was usually considered sporting to 
pay. Something, so conditioned by the 
cashlessness of Uber, I had completely 
neglected to do. Like all successful service 
apps, Uber eliminates the moments 
of friction at the start and end of a 
transaction. In New York, developers are 
jostling to establish the killer restaurant 
app that allows diners to book a table 
and then, after eating, depart without 
air-squiggling for a bill or attempting 
drunken tiponomics. We already spend 
12–18 per cent more when using credit 
cards instead of cash; who knows how this 
will inflate when our phones are set to 
‘auto pay’ and we float in an all-you-can-
eat buffet of frictionless commerce.

Ben Schott’s books include Schott’s 
Original Miscellany and Schottenfreude.
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Labour’s growing anti-semitism. Not 
one of them has contained the one word 
which is the key to this matter — Muslims.

In Cuba. , they are shouting: ‘¡Viva 
Obama! Viva Fidel!’ What a slogan. 

The FT headline ignorantly described 
this as a ‘Nixon in China’ moment: 
implying that Obama had previously 
been opposed to Castro’s Cuba. The US 
President is expected to come to Britain 
next month to order us to stay in the EU. 
Let us strew his way with palms. Let all 
of us — workers, peasants and soldiers — 
shout with one voice ‘¡Viva Obama! Viva 
Jean-Claude Juncker!’

Although acres of newsprint cover 
the race for the Republican 

nomination, strangely little explains 
the actual process. Yet in all contested 
leadership bids, the rules are what count. 
A useful piece by W. James Antle III of 
the Washington Examiner sheds light. 
Both the Republican establishment 
and the conservative movement do not 
want Donald Trump, though the wider 
grass roots do. When the Convention 
happens, the grass roots are in a weaker 
position, because the delegates tend to 
owe their positions to those above them. 
Under the rules, those mandated to vote 
for Trump because he won in their state 
are forced to do so only in the first round. 
If Trump does not achieve 50 per cent 
plus one in the first ballot (he is by no 
means there yet), it becomes a contested 
convention, with a second ballot. For 
that ballot, delegates can switch, and, if 
necessary, a completely new candidate 
could be drafted in. In that case, says 
Trump, his supporters would ‘riot’; but it 
could still happen.

When is one supposed to eat hot cross 
buns? They are for Good Friday 

not Easter, but Good Friday is a fast day. 
I find it very difficult to observe the fast 
in any case because Friday is the day I 
write my Daily Telegraph column and for 
that you need the energy that comes from 
eating. As I absolutely love hot cross buns 
— indeed, they are the only bun I ever 
eat — I am in a quandary. I suppose Holy 
Saturday is the one day of the year when I 
am allowed them.

Why have David Cameron and 
George Osborne overreached? 

Why are so many in their own party no 
longer disposed to obey them? Obviously 
the great issue of Europe has something 
to do with it. But there is another factor. 
Victory at the last election, followed by 
the choice of Jeremy Corbyn as Labour 
leader, has convinced too many Tories, 
including Mr Osborne himself, that they 
will be in power for ten more years at 
least. So they get careless and cocky. Then 
they make mistakes. Then they come up 
against the most admirable fact about 
parliamentary democracy, which is that 
you can never guarantee being in power 
for ten years. (You can’t even guarantee 
it for the prescribed five, though the 
iniquitous Fixed-term Parliament Act 
of the coalition has made this easier 
than before.) Once this is recognised, 
the patronage power of Mr Osborne 
starts to trickle away. Our first Prime 
Minister, Walpole, is supposed to have 
defined gratitude as ‘a lively sense of 
future favours’. Mr Osborne understands 
this sense well, and has worked hard to 
awaken it to advance his leadership bid. 
But what if people start believing that 
these favours may never be conferred on 
them? There isn’t much left.

Mr Duncan Smith’s resignation is a 
marvellous opportunity to reopen 

old European enmities. It is the small 
things that hurt. On Sunday, Sir John 
Major, just wheeled on by the ‘remain’ 
campaign for a major intervention, was 
to go on the Andrew Marr Show to talk 
about his article in that morning’s Sunday 
Telegraph. Imagine the fury of the former 
prime minister when he was bumped off 
by the former backbench rebel against 
him, IDS.

Operation Midland has at last closed 
down, in Holy Week. It has added 

an extraordinary chapter to the history 
of malice, mob-frenzy and credulity, 
which stretches back to Titus Oates, to 
the blood libel — indeed, to Golgotha. 
Some people will believe literally 
anything against others if whipped up 
to do so. Tom Watson, Labour’s deputy 
leader, should be carved into one of 
those grotesques depicting human vices 

which often appear on medieval misericords, 
his tongue protruding from his fat cheeks, 
representing Rumour. Part of the appeal 
of the story about the imagined paedophile 
ring in Dolphin Square was that it seemed 
to reveal an establishment conspiracy. But 
in fact, if only the establishment had been 
working properly, the police could have 
learnt almost at once that the story could 
not be true. The second most unbelievable 
allegation by the fantasist ‘Nick’ was that 
one Tory MP at some depraved party had 
sought to cut off the genitals of an abused 
boy until prevented by another Tory MP 
who was content with merely sodomising 
him. Even more incredible, however, was 
Nick’s claim that the man with the knife was 
Harvey Proctor and the man who stopped 
him was Sir Edward Heath. Anyone with 
any knowledge of the Tory tribe could have 
told the police that Mr Proctor, an out-and-
out Powellite, could not stand Sir Edward, 
and that Sir Edward, assuming that he even 
recognised the existence of Mr Proctor, 
would never have deigned to speak to him, 
much less accompany him to an orgy. In 
the old days, the Chief Whip could have 
tipped off the head of the Met about this key 
improbability, saving millions of pounds and 
several unfairly ruined reputations.

Harvey Proctor, by the way, deserves 
particular praise. He had fewer friends 

in high places than the other accused 
because he is homosexual, lower-middle-
class and right-wing. But he had the courage 
to announce publicly exactly what it was that 
the police were accusing him of. The blatant 
madness of the accusations — and the 
unfairness of Mr Proctor’s treatment — did 
much to turn the tide of opinion.

I have read a good many pieces by Labour 
supporters wringing their hands about 
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the strain of the referendum campaign, IDS 
might have been more prepared to compro-
mise. The nerves of No. 10 would not have 
been so shredded. And Cameron would not 
have replied to a former leader’s resignation 
letter with an ill-advised escalation.

When Cameron ran for the Tory leader-
ship ten years ago, Daniel Finkelstein — the 
Times columnist and former aide to William 
Hague, now a Tory peer — remarked that 
Cameron’s gang should be known not as 
the ‘Notting Hill set’ but the ‘Smith Square 
set’, since both Cameron and Osborne had 
worked in Conservative Central Office 
there. Professional experience more than 
social background is the key to understand-
ing the current Tory tensions. Osborne and 
Cameron represent a new political class. 
They are professional politicians who went 
straight from university to Westminster.

As befits former Tory staffers, Camer-
on and Osborne believe in a strong centre. 
Neither has much time for the preoccupa-
tions of MPs. They want to focus their party 
on electoral realities. They both suffer from 
the deforming certainty of the political aide, 
projecting impatience towards those who 
disagree and a sense that life would be bet-
ter if everyone would just do what they say.

o one does political violence quite 
like the Tories. The fall of Mar-
garet Thatcher in 1990 unleashed 

a cycle of reprisals that lasted until David 
Cameron became leader in 2005. During 
that time, Tories specialised in factionalism: 
wets vs dries, Europhiles vs Eurosceptics, 
 modernisers vs traditionalists. Cameron’s 
great achievement was to unite the party in 
pursuit of power. Now that unity is coming 
undone.

You can blame Jeremy Corbyn’s leader-
ship of Labour for the latest Conservative 
breakdown. The Tory wars of the mid-1990s 
were fuelled by a sense that defeat was inev-
itable: since the Conservatives weren’t going 
to beat Tony Blair, they felt they might as 
well fight each other. This time round, the 
Tory wars are being stoked by a sense that 
the party can’t lose; that they will win the 
next election whatever happens. They look 
at Corbyn and conclude that they can knock 
lumps out of each other without fear.

Once, Iain Duncan Smith might have 
thought better of a public resignation that 
took aim at the very foundation of this gov-
ernment: the argument that it is reducing the 
deficit in a fair manner. As a former lead-
er he knows better than most how disuni-
ty drags the party down. But with Labour 
not much more than a sideshow, he felt free 
to resign in order to make a political point 
about welfare reform. He has long com-
plained — privately, and not so privately — 
that the protection of pensions had come 
at too great a cost to working-age benefits. 
He had implemented £33 billion of George 
Osborne’s cuts, he told Cameron, and 
couldn’t do any more.

His unease was exacerbated by the sheer 
number of spending statements recently — 
four in the past year alone. With the fiscal 
forecasts worsening, this latest Budget was 
always going to strain the delicate relation-
ship between Osborne’s Treasury and IDS’s 
Department for Work and Pensions.

When John Major was handling Budget 
negotiations, he used to ask his colleagues 
to send their resignation threats in early. He 
saw such tactics as essentially bogus. Some-
where along the way, Cameron began to 
adopt a similar attitude to arguments with 
IDS. Before each Budget they would re-
enact the same drama. The Treasury would 

demand more welfare cuts, and the Work 
and Pensions Secretary would protest — 
even hint at resignation — and in the end 
they’d muddle through. This time, how-
ever, the Prime Minister was distracted by 
Europe and did not intervene early enough 
in the process to prevent the drama from 
turning into a crisis.

But what makes IDS’s departure so dan-
gerous to Tory unity is that it was about 

more than just welfare policy. It was about 
the style, point and purpose of Conserva-
tism itself. His resignation was not directly 
about the EU, but to understand his motives, 
you must appreciate how the referendum is 
unbalancing the Tories. IDS has been heard 
to complain that the Prime Minister had 
become obsessed with Europe to the exclu-
sion of domestic policy. The EU debate has 
weakened the ties that usually bind the party 
together. It has made Tory ministers and 
MPs quicker than ever to think the worst of 
their colleagues and created an atmosphere 
in which everyone is ready to snap. Without 

At this point, there may be
no good referendum result

for the Tory party

The Conservative crack-up
Months after a historic election victory, party unity is in pieces. What can Cameron do about it?

JAMES FORSYTH
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sitive to slights, felt that he had been treated 
as a fool.

At this point, there may be no good ref-
erendum result for the Tory party. Cam-
eron could win and yet struggle to reunite 
his forces afterwards. The party will feel as 
guilty about having confirmed Britain’s EU 
membership as it did about deposing Mar-
garet Thatcher. But should the Brexiteers 
triumph, the Cameroons will believe their 
man has been stabbed in the back. Already, 
Tory ministers argue that a Boris Johnson 
leadership would be illegitimate because he 
would have attained the top job by embrac-
ing a cause, leaving the EU, which they claim 
he doesn’t really believe in.

Johnson is undeniably now the frontrun-
ner for the Tory leadership. This means that 
he has a target on his back. One cabinet min-
ister, an Osborne loyalist, tells me: ‘Someone 
has to stop the blond.’ They will have their 
work cut out, because the next Tory leader 
is to be selected by a vote of the full party 
membership. Countering Boris’s popularity 
among the grass roots in that final round will 
be extremely difficult for anyone who is not 

Since the general election, when the 
Tory-led coalition turned into a majority 
government, their attitude has become even 
more centralising. No. 10 and No. 11 now 
govern the country as a duopoly: cabinet 
government has not been restored. The for-
mer Liberal Democrat minister David Laws 
found himself sat next to Duncan Smith in a 
BBC studio on Sunday, and was surprised to 
be told how much some Tories miss the Lib 
Dems. In the coalition era, Tories as well as 
their Lib Dem partners felt consulted. Now 
ministers such as Duncan Smith feel that 
they are simply told what to do. No politician 
appreciates making it to the Cabinet table 
only to find out that the real action is tak-
ing place elsewhere, and Duncan Smith is far 
from the only minister to have served under 
Cameron and Osborne who would describe 
themselves as ‘semi-detached’ from deci-
sions about their own area of  responsibility.

Such tensions should have been man-
ageable, especially given that Cameron 
and Osborne had led the Tories to such an 
extraordinary and unexpected majority. 
After that triumph, all but the most implac-
able critics had to admit that these former 
special advisers knew what they were doing. 
But Cameron and Osborne seem to have 
counted rather heavily on that conclusion. In 
2010, the Prime Minister and the Chancellor 
quickly realised they had to tread carefully 
with their party because they were in coali-
tion. This time they felt they had earned the 
right to be obeyed.

They had reckoned without the issue 
of Europe, the greatest philosophical 

and emotional divide in the Tory party. The 
EU referendum is doing to the Tories what 
Iraq did to Labour: dividing the leader from 
almost half his MPs and the vast majority of 
his activists. And like Blair on Iraq, Cam-
eron is emotionally invested in his strategy 
— and foolishly conceding nothing to his 
critics. He often sounds contemptuous of 
the Brexiteers, treating them as if they just 
don’t understand the realities of power in 
the modern world. That lack of respect is 
now returned.

It didn’t have to be this way. Earlier this 
year, Duncan Smith himself was privately 
arguing for a code of conduct for ‘out’ min-
isters. He wanted them to refuse to debate 
other Tory ministers on television, to swear 
off impugning their colleagues’ motives, and 
to avoid attacking the Prime Minister. For 
a while, No. 10 was keen to show gratitude 
towards IDS for being so constructive: he 
was the model internal opponent. 

His attitude changed about six weeks 
ago, when the EU published the first draft 
of the proposed deal. The Prime Minis-
ter, ministers claim, told the cabinet he 
wouldn’t campaign for it until it had been 
agreed with them. But then he went straight 
off to a  campaign-style event to make the 
case for his deal. Duncan Smith, always sen- ‘It’s a tough time to be millennial.’

already an established figure. ‘John Major 
wouldn’t have won in 1990 under these 
rules,’ one Tory MP points out.

The danger for the Conservative party is 
that, as after 1990, it is entering an era where 
the legitimacy of the leader is not accepted. 
This is bound to cause instability.

Putting the party back together again will 
require a different approach from Camer-
on. The Smith Square set will have to listen 
more to their MPs. They will need to follow 
Douglas Hurd’s advice after the Westland 
affair and return to cabinet government. 
High on Cameron’s to-do list for the day 
after the referendum should be the appoint-
ment of a party chairman who can act as an 
honest broker between the leader and the 
party. The current chair, Andrew Feldman, is  
too close to No. 10 to serve that purpose; his 
links with Cameron go back to their shared 
Oxford college, Brasenose, where they 
organised a summer ball together. Cameron 
will need to show that he is proceeding with 
‘malice towards none’, that there will be no 
revenge on the Brexiteers.

There will be those on Cameron’s side of 
the argument who ask why he should be con-
ciliatory. As they would angrily point out, he 
took the Tories back into government after 
13 years in opposition. He won them their 
first majority in 23 years. The party should 
let him lead.

But if the Cameroons want to know why 
they should heed the views of their inter-
nal opponents, they just need to look at 
the benches opposite. Tony Blair returned 
Labour to government after 18 years out 
of power, and delivered three successive 
election victories. Now his party is led by 
someone who defines himself in opposition 
to him and everything he did. If the Smith 
Square set are to avoid that fate, they will 
need to pay more heed to their members — 
both in Parliament and the country.

Abdul Haroun Almost Medals at Dover

The Athletes’ Village leaves much to be desired,
but there’s no lack of enthusiasm. It’s a steeple-chase
over 31 miles. Haroun’s been practising hard –
from the bloody sands of Sudan to the concrete beds
of Sangatte. He’s out of the blocks at nightfall
hurdling security gates with a gazelle’s grace, 
dodges surveillance cameras as if they’re bullets –
that’s been a useful training – then it’s a steady pace
along the track with the breath of family behind him.
Pace-setters hurtle past at 100 mph, sipping lattés 
as they read the latest. At 28 miles he hits the wall. 
No podium for Haroun, though he heard the Brits
love an underdog, went wild when two plucky pigs 
hot-footed it off a knackers’ truck to freedom.

— Claire Booker
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the rise of Trump. The Clintons specialise in 
double-talk and hypocrisy. Promoting the 
virtues and ‘inevitability’ of globalisation is 
deeply cynical when incomes are stagnant 
or falling — when blue-collar workers see 
their jobs and the futures of their children 
evaporating into smoke clouds over Juárez 
or Shanghai. But it’s worse when you mas-
querade as a friend of the working class, all 
the while taking huge campaign donations 
from financial firms and $225,000 a speech 
from Goldman Sachs. Salesmanship, as 
 Donald Trump probably knows, only goes so 
far. Eventually the suckers tire of the pitch.

No friend of labour, Trump benefits from 
the Clintons’ reliance on Wall Street cash 
and works it to his advantage: ‘Look at me,’ 
he shouts. ‘I’m too rich to be bought!’ The 

Clintons have snubbed their noses at ordi-
nary people for decades now, mocking them 
with bromides about ‘the future of our  global 
economy’, ‘internet freedom’ and business 
‘innovation’, so they shouldn’t be surprised 
when a Trump comes along and rouses the 
hoi polloi to a rage. The former Autolite 
spark-plug worker in  Fostoria, Ohio, who 
used to make $22 an hour, knows that ‘inno-
vation’ won’t bring back his old job from 
someone on two dollars an hour (any more 
than Clinton Foundation-sponsored ‘micro-
loans’ will help poor  Africans). In comes 
Trump with his supposedly straight talk, and 
desperate people, their intelligence insulted 

by the Clintons, rally to his  candidacy.
Would that the Clintons actually 

believed some of their own rhetoric. There 
is, I  concede, a principled case to be made 
for genuine free trade. But the Clintons 
don’t believe in anything beyond their own 
careers. They don’t really support free trade 
as a concept and they don’t oppose it either. 
Successfully harassed by Sanders over Nafta 
and Permanent Normal Trade Relations 
with China, Clinton suddenly dropped her 
support for the Trans Pacific Partnership (a 
trade deal designed to facilitate US corpo-
rate production in Vietnam and Malaysia to 
make up for rising labour costs in China). 
She’s lying when she says she’s changed 
positions, but her positions are meaningless 
in any event. For Bill and Hillary, ‘free trade’ 
is just a fundraising angle designed to please 
Wall Street grandees.

God knows why Bernie Sanders or 
Trump don’t ridicule Hillary’s six years of 
service on the board of Walmart, the gigan-
tic retail chain that hates labour unions and 
loves buying cheap products made in China. 
In 2005, Hillary, then the junior senator from 
heavily unionised New York, piously sent 
back a $5,000 contribution from the compa-
ny’s political action committee because the 
association with Walmart had turned bad for 
her image. But she hasn’t returned any of 
her director’s fees earned from 1986 to 1992, 
and I haven’t seen her calling for unionisa-
tion or pay rises for any of Walmart’s 1.4 
million employees. As of 1 January a new, 
full-time entry-level ‘sales associate’ is paid 
$9 an hour. After completing Walmart’s 
‘Pathways’ training programme, they are 
raised to a pharaonic $10 an hour, with the 
hope of someday making it to $13.38. For a 
former factory worker who once made $20 
an hour with good health insurance, Path-
ways is a pathway to voting Trump. No 
euphemism (Walmart extolling its ‘com-
petitive pay’ scale or Hillary promoting her 
‘progressive’ credentials) can suppress the 
humiliation of the downwardly mobile.

Trump’s working-class supporters are 
supposed to be stupid about a lot of things, 
including foreign policy. But they’re  clearly 
smart enough to understand that it’s they or 
their kids, not Chelsea Clinton or her hedge-
funder husband, who fought the  stupid war 
in Iraq. Hillary Clinton has never apologised 
for voting in favour of George W. Bush’s 
destructive folly, and she won’t. There’s 
a reason she embraced Bush at Nancy 
 Reagan’s funeral. She has no shame.

Of course I won’t vote for Donald 
Trump. He’s a wolf in wolf’s clothing. But 
all around me I hear liberal sheep rustling 
in the fields, preparing to rationalise their 
vote for Hillary. I’d rather spoil my ballot by 
 writing in  ‘Jeremy Corbyn’ — and take my 
chances with the wolf.

John R. MacArthur is publisher of Harper’s 
magazine.  

New York

 ‘Does this mean we have to vote for 
Hillary?’ asked my wife. It was early 
morning 16 March, and the queen 

consort of the Democratic party had seem-
ingly sewn up the presidential nomination 
— a coronation promised years ago by her 
king but thus far denied by unruly subjects.

As I scanned the headline in the New 
York Times, ‘Clinton and Trump Pile up the 
Delegates’, I felt sick at heart. The Times
has functioned throughout the campaign as 
court gazette for the Clintons, but there was 
no denying the basic accuracy of the story. 
Rebounding from Bernie Sanders’s stun-
ning upset a week earlier in the Michigan 
 primary — a victory that defied the polls and 
the Clinton propaganda machine — Clinton 
had won Florida, Illinois, North  Carolina 
and, most depressingly, Ohio, where Clinton-
ism has committed some of its worst ravages 
in the form of ‘free trade’ deals, bank dereg-
ulation and ‘welfare reform’.

Sanders partly had himself to blame. 
Despite his denunciation of Wall Street 
 chicanery and factory jobs lost to China and 
Mexico, the insurgent senator from Vermont 
has repeatedly failed to be specific, tactically 
flexible or appropriately critical of Hillary’s 
profound dishonesty. Beginning last Octo-
ber, when he gave her a pass on her use of 
private emails while employed in her public 
position as Secretary of State (‘the American 
people are sick and tired of hearing about 
your damn emails’), the self-proclaimed 
socialist insisted on placing politeness 
and decorum above strategic intelligence.

This is no way to beat the Clinton 
 couple, whose corruption and cynicism 
at times leaves me breathless. Over their 
long  political careers, Bill and Hillary have 
been perpetually on the make and on the 
take — from Wall Street, from Walmart, 
from foreign governments via the  Clinton 
 Foundation — and Sanders can’t bring 
 himself to say that clearly.

But my wife’s question wasn’t about 
Hillary per se. It was about Hillary as the last 
rampart against the vicious vulgarity of Don-
ald Trump. If ever there were a moral case 
for choosing the lesser of two evils, wasn’t 
this it? My answer is no. For one thing, Clin-
tonism, in its dogged adherence to political 
deception, is in large measure to blame for 

The Clintons made Trump
And that’s why I’ll never vote for Hillary

JOHN R. MACARTHUR

‘Letter from the headmaster — we’re changing 
from a failing school to a failing academy.’

Over their long  political careers,
Bill and Hillary have been perpetually 

on the make and on the take
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ROD LIDDLE

Could a yoghurt defeat David Cameron?

od of enabling them to realise these aspira-
tions was by bombing them, Christine’s is to 
offer them a nice cup of tea and perhaps a 
Hobnob. Both are of course mistaken. The 
world is a more complex and difficult place 
than either are willing to imagine.

Christine was formerly the Labour group 
leader on Tower Hamlets council, so it may 
well be that she has already had a cup of tea 
with several putative members of the Islam-
ic State. She also supported the fraudulent 
Muslim thug and mayor of the benighted bor-
ough, Lutfur Rahman, and was briefly sus-
pended by her party for so doing. But then 
she was readmitted — much as was the par-
liamentary candidate for Woking, Vicki Kirby, 

who believes that Jews have big noses, Israel 
is an evil state and suggested that Adolf Hit-
ler was the ‘Zionist God’. Anyway, Christine 
is still on the National Executive Commit-
tee. The NEC is a highly influential institu-
tion within the Labour party. Perhaps its next 
edict will be to insist that our independent 
nuclear deterrent, Trident, is scrapped forth-
with and the contract handed over to Tetley.

I read about Christine’s blueprint for 
the defence of our nation on the same day 
I learned that Labour was now ahead in the 
polls. It was almost impossible to compute 
these two facts. You may remember that a 
couple of weeks ago, ICM published a poll for 
the Guardian which showed Labour and the 
Conservatives neck and neck on 36 points. So 

utterly appalled and disbelieving were ICM 
by these findings that they immediately, and 
extraordinarily, disowned the poll as being 
‘rogue’ and ‘somewhat misleading’. You can 
imagine the scene inside ICM as they totted 
the figures up: Christ help us, that can’t pos-
sibly be true. The British people are stupid 
but they can’t be that stupid. But au contrai-
re. Last weekend’s YouGov poll put Labour 
on 34 and the Tories on 33. Jeremy has a lead.

He is benefitting, obviously enough, from 
the Conservative party ripping itself to bits 
in a seething miasma of hatred. But he is 
also benefitting from the bar having been 
set absurdly low. He will benefit again, then, 
when the results of the May local elections 
come through: Labour will not do as badly 
as many experts predict and not nearly as 
badly as many otherwise sensible people in 
the party hope. Corbyn is actually popular 
with the yoghurt/moss brains of London and 
beyond the metropolis he is not regarded as 
palpably worse than Ed Miliband — per-
haps rightly. His public image and personal 
demeanour is much more likeable than Mili-
band’s and the fact that he is a doctrinaire, 
anti-British ideologue who hasn’t had a fresh 
political thought in 40 years has not yet per-
colated through.

Perhaps it never will: it might simply be 
enough that he is regarded as being anti-
establishment and therefore the recipient — 
like Bernie Sanders, like Nigel Farage, like 
Donald Trump and the new populist right-
wing and left-wing parties in Europe — of a 
certain amount of respect for simply stickin’ 
it to the man, however ineptly. This is enough, 
in itself, to give him a poll rating somewhere 
in the middle thirties, even if it is unlikely to 
stretch much beyond that region.

And it means that the Labour party is sad-
dled with him for a much longer time than 
it imagined, no matter how many television 
studios are occupied, in the meantime, by 
the importuning likes of Dan Jarvis, Tristram 
Hunt and Chuka Umunna. Corbyn will not 
be ousted in the summer. And beyond that 
— the general election. As I said at the time 
of his election as leader, it is perhaps improb-
able but a long, long, way from impossible 
that Jeremy Corbyn might one day be Prime 
Minister. The Yoghurt/Moss Alliance may yet 
have its day. 

I do not know if it has officially been meas-
ured, but my guess is that Christine Shaw-
croft, a member of Labour’s National 

Executive Committee, has an IQ of some-
where in the region of six. This would put her, 
in the global hierarchy of intelligence, direct-
ly between one of those Activia yoghurts 
women eat to relieve constipation and some 
moss.

I’m sure Christine would argue, perhaps 
forcibly, that intelligence is an overrated, elit-
ist concept and that no store should be put 
by it. Judging people by whether they are too 
thick to breathe in and out fairly regularly is 
discriminatory. The views of an imbecile, or, 
say, a Jerusalem artichoke, are just as valid as 
those expressed by someone who can punch 
in the correct numbers at an ATM instead 
of standing there, slack-jawed and frowning, 
occasionally headbutting the screen in frus-
tration while the queue behind grows longer 
and longer.

I’ve always been of the view that an 
awful lot of what the middle-class liberal left 
believes in is self-interest disguised as com-
passion. They like immigration primarily 
because it means their kitchen extensions, 
nannies and taxi drivers are all a lot cheap-
er. It now occurs to me that perhaps their 
dislike of competition, whether in sport or 
in intelligence testing, is a consequence of 
they themselves being utterly useless. This is 
a Darwinian view of the mentally disabled 
metro left. I’m sure Richard Dawkins would 
agree with it.

Christine recently delivered herself of the 
view that the best way to deal with the Islam-
ic State is to sit down and ‘have cups of tea’ 
with them. Indeed, she went on, ‘Having cups 
of tea might actually be the best kind of sys-
tem of defence and national security that you 
could have.’ In Christine’s world, we are all on 
the same page. We share common beliefs and 
aspirations. All of us — you, me, Christine, 
Jihadi John, Kim Jong-un — want a kitchen 
extension with Smallbone of Devizes work 
units and a nice sancerre in the Neff fridge. 
The differences between us are petty and eas-
ily solvable.

In a sense, Tony Blair also held this view, 
believing that the people of the Middle East 
shared essentially the same values as us and 
were peaceable democrats at heart. His meth-

The next edict from the Labour party 
may be to scrap Trident and hand  

its contract over to Tetley

‘I’m not a happy bunny.’
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would almost certainly shorten her life); this, 
however, would only shift the problem slight-
ly, for the fact is that such homes are over-
whelmingly staffed by  immigrants from Cape 
Verde, Mauritius, Haiti, etc.

In other words it appears that, despite 
mass unemployment, we have to import 
labour in order that this kind of work be 
done. And the problem, or perhaps I should 
say peculiarity, does not exist only in France 
but in many other countries. In Ireland, for 
example, an old lady of my acquaintance 
needed 24-hour attendance and this was pro-
vided by a Filipina, even at a time when there 
was 15 per cent unemployment in Ireland.

Economic determinists will no doubt 
attribute the paradox to our system of social 
security and unemployment benefits. The 
economic difference between doing this type 
of work and not working at all is simply not 
great enough to entice any native to do it. But 
I do not think that this can be the explana-
tion, or at any rate the whole explanation. 
The fact again is that the women are paid 
above the minimum wage and, being legal 
migrants, are entitled to the same benefits as 
those who allegedly will not do the work for 
lack of incentive to do it. I am not sure, either, 
that I would much like to be looked after by 
someone who did the work only because 
there was no alternative for her.

The difference, then, is a psychological, 
cultural or even religious one. The change in 
the title of the senior nurse in a hospital ward 
from sister to ward manager is indicative of 
a change in sensibility, from a residually reli-
gious notion of serving others to a purely 
technocratic one. In the popular imagina-
tion, the distinction between service to oth-
ers and servitude to others has been more or 
less eliminated.

Nor does this affect only work such as 
looking after my mother-in-law. Some years 
ago, the Guardian columnist Madeleine 
Bunting wrote the following:

So when a girl at 17 decides to go ahead 
and have a baby, there is no tragedy of lost 
opportunity other than the local checkout 
till waiting for her low-paid labour.

This sentence breathes snobbery and dis-
dain for those who actually do such work; it 
assumes, moreover, that once a supermar-
ket checkout cashier, always a supermarket 
checkout cashier, a fate worse than death. 
That there might actually be people for 
whom such work is suitable and potentially 
not odious does not occur to the writer. What 
makes the work odious is not the work itself, 
but those who communicate their disdain of 
it. Snobbery thus makes the import of labour 
necessary.

In Britain, we have an additional prob-
lem, greater than that of any of our neigh-
bours. With the exception of family hotels, for 
example, all good hotels in Britain employ 
exclusively foreign labour. If you want to go 
to a really bad large hotel in Britain, find one 
in which the staff are British. It is then guar-
anteed to be ill-kept, with slovenly service, 
quite possibly not very clean, with atrocious 
food, grubby staff, inattention to detail and so 
forth. Even a foreign telephonist is likely to 
be better, and to speak better English, than 
an English telephonist. If you want a good or 
even only a decent hotel, you must find one 
in which all the staff are foreign. And this is 
so whatever the unemployment rate, high or 
low: it has nothing to do with the unemploy-
ment rate.

I have conducted a small thought experi-
ment with many people. I ask them to imag-
ine that they are employers who seek an 
employee to perform work that is not in 
itself skilled but nevertheless requires certain 
characteristics, such as punctuality, polite-
ness, willingness to oblige and so forth. The 
imagined employer has two applicants about 
whom he knows only two things: their age 
(shall we say 24) and their nationality. One is 
British and one is Polish. Which of the appli-
cants does the imagined employer choose? 
Not a single person to whom I have put this 
question has ever hesitated for a moment: he 
chooses the Pole.

Our need for migrants, then, has a cultur-
al, not an economic root. This does not  mean, 
however, that we need all the migrants we are 
likely to get from wherever we get them.

This is perhaps not the best moment 
in history to extol migrants from the 
developing world or Eastern Europe, 

but the fact remains that without them my 
life, and I suspect the life of many other peo-
ple in the West, would be much poorer and 
more constricted than it is.

A migrant is not just a migrant, of course. 
Indeed, to speak of migrants in general is to 
deny them agency or even characteristics of 
their own, to assume that they are just units 
and that their fate depends only on how the 
receiving country receives them and not at 
all on their own motives, efforts or attributes, 
including their cultural presuppositions. It 
takes two to integrate, after all.

But I want to point to what seems to me 
a curious paradox. My elderly mother-in-
law, who lives in Paris, requires a great deal 
of daily care because of illness, and in fact 
has three attendants who look after her on 
a kind of shift system. They come respec-
tively from Cape Verde, Mauritius and Haiti. 
We are extremely fortunate to have them: 
they are very kindly and good-hearted and 
they do far more than they are strictly paid 
to do. We have good reason to be grateful to 
them. They have a difficult job and they do 
it marvellously well, with patience and good 
humour that is exemplary.

If we did not have these people to look 
after my mother-in-law, our lives would be 
greatly disrupted and indeed dominated by 
having to look after her ourselves, which 
would be more or less a full-time occupation 
and would prevent us from doing almost any-
thing else. Speaking personally, I am not cut 
out to be a full-time carer, nor do I have any 
ambitions in that direction.

If it were not for these immigrants from 
Cape Verde, Mauritius and Haiti, or from 
other similar countries, we should not be 
able to find any substitutes, even though 
the unemployment rate in France is about 
10 per cent and much higher among fit young 
people — 20 per cent, say — and the work 
itself requires only a certain amount of train-
ing. The underlying attitude is at least as 
important as the training, and the fact is that 
the young French, as the young British, do 
not have the right attitude.

Now, you might say that if we cannot find 
anyone to look after her individually we 
could put her in an old people’s home (which 

From ‘Common-sense and the command 
of the air’, The Spectator, 25 March 1916: 
The Air Service will be the great fighting 
Service, the Service which will seal the 
fate of nations. We say this, not because 
the Air Service is a novelty, but because 
of a plain, undeniable physical fact — the 
universality of the air… No nation can 
ever be excluded from the air. Therefore 
in the last resort the right to live freely and 
independently will be won and secured by 
nations in the air. 

FROM THE ARCHIVE

Flying start

Why we need migrants
It’s not about economics. It’s about our snobbish, slobbish culture

THEODORE DALRYMPLE

With the exception of family hotels, 
all good hotels in Britain employ 

exclusively foreign labour



the spectator | 26 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 17

MARY WAKEFIELD

The scan said my baby wouldn’t live. It was wrong

resistance,’ said Anton. ‘Baby struggling.’ 
The third reason was the most surreal: ‘Deep 
placental legs,’ said Anton. Legs? ‘Yes. Legs.’ 
Legs? I asked again, pointing to my own.

‘No. Leks. Leks!’ said Anton crossly. ‘Like 
pools.’ Oh, Lakes, I see, I said, though I didn’t. 
I’ve been haunted ever since by visions of 
these mysterious lakes, full of pitchy, murder-
ous water, enticing babies to their doom.

Anton’s eventual diagnosis, written like 
a death sentence across our scan notes, was: 
IUGR. Interuterine growth restriction (early 
onset). He did mention that only the fetal 
specialist could make a proper diagnosis, but 
the specialist wasn’t free for five days. Anton 
also made it plain he thought our child a 
write-off. ‘Do you still want to know the sex?’ 

he said as we fumbled silently into our coats. 
‘Still’? Why ‘still’? I stared at him blankly. He 
shrugged. ‘Boy,’ he said and turned away.

As I understand it, sonographers receive 
no training in how to talk to anxious parents. 
Most, I’m sure, need none. Some like Anton 
definitely do. It was quite clear from the way 
he spoke that he assumed we’d bin this mal-
formed kid and start again. This is basic mis-
understanding of parent mentality. For most 
expectant parents, after five months of preg-
nancy, that grainy blob is definitely a child; 
their child. Inevitably, irrevocably, they love 
it. I remember the terrible moment, at about 
18 weeks, when I realised I loved the unborn 
blob. I quaked at the implications.

This being a real baby, not just a potential 
one, after Anton’s prognosis, my husband and 
I began to mourn. We sat for an hour in the 
hospital corridor, watching the watercooler 
belch, feeling panic and despair, then in the 

end, resigned. That night I had two large 
glasses of red wine. The next morning I vis-
ited the church where my husband and I got 
married and lit a candle for the unborn boy.

Then, as is the way of the middle classes, 
I booked and went for a private scan with a 
professor of fetal medicine. £150 seemed a 
small price to pay to shorten the wait to see a 
specialist. After this second scan I realised the 
importance of making sure that Anton and 
his like have not just empathy training, but 
a proper understanding of the tests they per-
form — specifically how unreliable they are.

Same type of machine, same 20-week scan 
but this time a very different manner and, 
astonishingly to us, a different result: ‘Lovely 
spine, lovely abdomen, perfect… hmm. Let 
me see your diagnosis again,’ said the profes-
sor. ‘IUGR? Pah! I’m afraid you have a per-
fectly ordinary baby.’ He grinned. ‘You have 
a boring baby!’ Boring baby. Are there two 
more beautiful words?

Anton’s mistake, the professor explained, 
was false certainty. He’d doomed my baby 
on the basis of measurements he should 
have seen only as guidelines. ‘Your baby was 
upside down for the first scan. This means 
all the measurements get squashed,’ he said. 
‘They are not to be trusted.’ Even if the baby 
had been right way up, the measurements and 
how they’re interpreted are approximate. The 
parameters for normality used in most NHS 
hospitals are based on studies from the 1970s.

The clincher for Anton had been the dop-
pler scan measuring the arterial blood flow to 
the uterus. This is a newish test, the professor 
told me, and very useful but subject to false 
positives. What looks like a worrying result at 
20 weeks often resolves itself later on. As for 
the awful placental lakes — they turn out to 
be as mythical as they sound. ‘40% of your 
placenta is leks,’ Anton told me. The profes-
sor could see none at all.

Antenatal departments are full of won-
derful, warm, professional people,  though I 
don’t count Anton among them. The NHS has 
a duty to them, and to parents, to train them 
to understand the tests they do:  how robust 
each finding is, what margin for error exists.

As I write this, my son is stretching in the 
sunlight beside me — a living testament to the 
unreliability of scans. Two weeks old, small, 
sometimes cross, miraculously ordinary.

When my unborn baby was a five-
month-old fetus, twisting about in 
the internal dark, he was given a 

death sentence by a man I shall call Anton.
We’d gone, my husband and I, for a 

20-week scan at our local hospital. Anton 
was our designated sonographer; we 
arrived in his room bright-eyed and anx-
ious, as even elderly first-time parents 
are. We looked to Anton for reassurance, 
but Anton looked only at his assistant, a 
sulky 19-year-old sexpot from Romania.

The sexpot tried seven times to dig into 
the vein in my right arm, then began on the 
left. ‘Don’t worry, good practice, try again,’ 
said Anton to her, kindly. ‘No, don’t worry at 
all!’ said I, pathetically.

During an ultrasound the sonographer 
runs a plastic scanner over the mother’s 
naked belly, and that classic grainy image of 
the fetus appears on screen. For Anton, this 
was a romantic opportunity. The hottie held 
the mouse — ‘She is learning the ropes’ — 
Anton placed his mitt over hers and togeth-
er their hands glided over my belly, circling, 
swooping in the manner of Torvill and Dean. 
‘Spine, kidneys…’ Anton whispered lovingly 
in her right ear, ‘head circumference, abdo-
men, femur…’ Can we find out the baby’s 
gender? I asked. Is everything OK? Anton 
kept schtum. Why do some sonographers stay 
silent, when every parent they meet looks 
desperately to them for reassurance?

After half an hour Anton pronounced 
himself done and told us to take a seat. ‘Well. 
Baby is quite small,’ he began.

Is that a problem? I said, not panicking 
just yet. Still inhabiting what was soon to be 
our old reality, as parents-to-be of a healthy 
child. 

‘In this case, I think yes,’ said Anton. ‘I 
think either genetic abnormality or more 
likely placental insufficiency.’ Did he turn to 
see if the hottie was admiring his confident 
diagnosis, or is that a spiteful reimagining?

And what does that mean?
‘It means,’ said Anton, ‘placenta is failing. 

Baby will not grow.’
Anton had three reasons to support his 

theory. The first was a discrepancy between 
the baby’s head size (normal) and his stomach 
(small). The second was a relatively new test, 
the ‘doppler’ scan of uterine arteries. ‘High 

Anton had doomed my baby 
on the basis of rules meant 

only as guidelines

‘I wanna be a stand-up when I get older.’
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The price of a cathedral
Deans are facing tough decisions to keep 

their beautiful buildings in good order

YSENDA MAXTONE GRAHAM

text’. The saddest JustGiving page I’ve ever 
seen is currently visible if you look up Truro 
Cathedral’s roof appeal. ‘Target: £3.2  million,’ 
it says. ‘Amount raised: £198.49.’ Across the 
UK, congregations sit shivering in coats and 
scarves for evensong because heating is unaf-
fordable. Cathedrals rely increasingly on an 
army of saintly volunteers (about 15,000 of 
them across the country) who don’t even get 
their parking reimbursed.

In a sense, this is what makes British cathe-
drals so charmingly vibrant. The welcoming 
atmosphere comes from the fact that they’re 
looked after by volunteers, who arrange the 
gladioli themselves out of love for the place 
and who really enjoy collecting up the hymn-
books and prayer books and putting them 
into separate green and black piles.

But will the next generation be so willing 
to volunteer? Like a great old family fallen on 
hard times, even the cathedrals that are strug-
gling the most are good at keeping up appear-
ances. So far, choirs have not been cut. The 
singing of sublime liturgical music by superb 
choirs is one of the miracles of English life, 
and it still carries on. Cutting that would be 
unthinkable.

Or would it? Last year, at Llandaff Cathe-
dral, all seven adult choir members were 
made redundant straight after Christmas. The 
money raised from those seven redundancies 
made up £45,000 of the cathedral’s £81,000 
shortfall — which shows how very little those 
lay clerks were being paid in the first place. 
‘Oh, that’s the Church in Wales,’ one dean 
said to me. ‘Nothing as drastic as that has hap-
pened in an English cathedral. Choirs will be 
the very last thing to go.’ But the unthinkable 
is only unthinkable until somebody does it.

Charging for entry is an obvious solution, 
and 11 cathedrals, including St Paul’s, Canter-
bury, York, Lincoln, Ely and Coventry, have 
resorted to this. This is done with a heavy 
heart and provisos — such as never having 
to pay to attend a service or that entry is free 
if you can prove you live within a five-mile 
radius.

Currently it costs £18 to get into St Paul’s 
Cathedral and £15 for York Minster. Deans 
justify charges by reminding us that, in medi-
eval times, if you visited a monastery and 
you couldn’t pay up, you would have had a 
broom put into your hand and been told to 
get sweeping. Characters in Trollope novels 
‘paid their threepence’ to go into cathedrals.

The sad fact is that cathedrals need these 
charges in order to stay afloat. Canterbury 
costs £6.5 million per year to run, so the 
£3.5 million raised through entry charges 
pays for just 200 days out of 365. And you can 
see why they get away with it. Coachloads of 
tourists pour in, treating the place as a visitor 
attraction rather than a place of worship, and 
they expect to pay. (Although the Dean of 
Canterbury, Robert Willis, told me that Dutch 
tour guides have become canny at arriving 
exactly half an hour before evensong, when 
the charges stop.)

We’ve all done it: been overcome 
by a sudden sense of hard-upness 
at the moment when the collec-

tion plate comes round at the end of a cathe-
dral service. We fumble in our pockets, feel a 
£1 coin and a £10 note, and decide that the £1 
coin will do. This is a cathedral, for goodness 
sake, not a parish church: they must be rich, 
with all those gold-coloured vestments and 
choristers in ruffs.

But if we want our cathedrals to be alive 
and singing psalms in 20 years’ time, this mis-
conception about cathedrals must change. 
Indeed, the sub-dean of Coventry is openly 
clamping down. At the end of organ recit-
als, he now employs a joke designed to elicit 
banknotes: ‘The lady collecting your dona-
tions today is rather frail, so please don’t load 
her down with coins.’

A survey by the BBC earlier this year 
found that out of 38 cathedral deans, 26 were 
‘worried’ or ‘very worried’ about the financial 
future. Many cathedrals are only just break-
ing even, and some remote ones off the tour-
ist trail are running at a deficit. They might be 
asset-rich, but they’re cash-poor and selling 
any of those assets is either against the rules 
or as short-termist as selling the family silver.

Unlike in France, where cathedrals are 
propped up by state, in the UK cathedrals 
are totally self-financing. Keeping them going 
is like trying to run a private school with no 
fee-paying parents or a small kingdom with 

no taxpayers. George Osborne did release a 
one-off gift of £20 million two years ago, to be 
shared among 42 cathedrals: the ‘First World 
War Centenary Cathedral Repair Fund’.

Cathedrals were prostrate with gratitude 
for that handout, but the money was guzzled 
up in no time in urgent, unglamorous repairs 
such as rewiring. Year after year, cathedrals 
have to find the money to fund their choir 
(sometimes paying a large chunk of the chor-
isters’ school fees), the salaries of all the ver-
gers and other members of paid staff, the 
heating, the lighting, and above all the upkeep 

of the priceless crumbling buildings.
Increasingly desperate for the public to 

grasp this, they’ve taken to stating on their 
websites the eye-popping daily cost of keep-
ing a cathedral open: that’s £6,000 a day for 
Ely, £12,000 a day for Salisbury, £18,000 a day 
for Canterbury, £20,000 a day for York Min-
ster. Every five years there is an inspection 
of the fabric of the cathedral and the result is 
always that the roof requires urgent attention, 
at a cost of £1.5 million between now and the 
next quinquennial inspection.

Cathedral websites and noticeboards 
cajole us to ‘donate now’, ‘leave a legacy’, 
‘adopt a stone’, ‘sign a slate’ or ‘donate by 

Chester Cathedral’s nave has been 
transformed into a gigantic space 

for corporate dinners
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But does charging work for less-visited 
cathedrals? Both the Dean of Truro and the 
Dean of Hereford feel strongly that to start 
charging to gain entrance to their beautiful 
but remote cathedrals would not work. It 
would cause bad feeling in the county, and 
people simply wouldn’t come in. The sub-
dean of Coventry, David Stone, feels uncom-
fortable about charging, and wishes it could 
stop: ‘We want our visitors to feel like guests 
to be cherished, not clients to be exploited.’ 
As soon as they started charging, visitor num-
bers went down.

This also happened at Chester cathe-
dral. The sub-dean, Peter Howell-Jones, who 
was brought in four years ago to arrest the 
cathedral’s terminal decline, told me that 
when they started charging £6 for entry, visi-
tor numbers plummeted from 700,000 a year 
to 60,000. ‘Charging for entry is a slippery 
slope to oblivion,’ he says. ‘You’re basing 
your budget on a set of figures, but what if 
the numbers drop off?’ Since his arrival, the 
cathedral has abolished entry charges, and 
last year’s visitor numbers were back up to a 
healthy quarter of a million.

But how to make up the shortfall in cash? 
Today’s deans send themselves on mini-

MBA courses at the Judge Business School to 
find out. The way forward, Howell-Jones firm-
ly believes, is to be brazen about extracting 

money from visitors through the ‘encouraged 
donations model’. You don’t make people 
pay, but you encourage them in such a way 
that they want to do so. The theory goes like 
this: you welcome them in and then employ 
a team of trained people to talk to them on 
their way out about how much the cathedral 
costs to run and then they’ll give of their own 
free will. But, in reality, they’re asked to give 
£3 and actually give an average of £1.20.

So you need to encourage them to have 
‘a secondary spend’ in the cathedral café and 
gift shop, now transformed into high-end, 
profit-making arms of the business. Deans are 
becoming less embarrassed about promoting 
their cathedrals not just as spiritual spaces but 
also as self-financing enterprises at liberty to 
generate funds in whichever way they can.

In order to survive they have to live by the 

premise, ‘If you’ve got it, flaunt it, and make 
money out of it.’ Raise rents for any proper-
ty you own. Make visitors pay to see any his-
toric treasures. Put ‘pilgrims’ up in hotel-style 
accommodation and charge market prices for 
it. And charge businesses vast amounts for 
using the ‘Desmond Tutu Room’ as a confer-
ence space.

Cathedrals are thinking radical thoughts, 
such as: ‘What about allowing film crews to 
film in the nave?’ ITV had wanted to film its 
recent crime drama series Midwinter of the 
Spirit in Hereford Cathedral but the dean 
took a dim view of some of the content, which 
involved exorcism and supernatural horror.

Chester Cathedral had no such reserva-
tions — its nave has now been transformed 
into a gigantic entertaining space for corpo-
rate dinners, which can accommodate 2,000 
people in black tie. This fantastic initiative 
brings in as much as £45,000 in one evening. 
What about a catwalk in the cloisters? Well, 
why not? Westminster Abbey has cut a deal 
with Gucci, which in June will hold a fashion 
show in the cloisters of the abbey.

Cathedral deans have decided that this is 
not the time to be precious. They should be 
thanked for that. If their initiatives bring in 
the funds to maintain the tradition of daily 
worship going, unbroken, as well as keeping 
the roof on, any — and every — money-spin-
ning scheme is justified.

‘OMG, we’ve been no-platformed.’

China’s silk road. 
Now made 
smoother.
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Feedback frenzy
Internet surveys have killed the art of complaint

JENNY MCCARTNEY

I used to enjoy ‘giving feedback’ in the 
glory years when nobody wanted it. Now, 
upon completing a routine transaction, 

the customer is bombarded with breathless 
demands for response. The neurotic corpo-
rate catchphrase is ‘How was it for you?’

The world is now in feedback frenzy. 
Companies endlessly prod us for our views 
so they can brandish positive statistics at 
each other — or sack somebody. A new app, 
called Impraise, even invites workers to eval-
uate their own colleagues anonymously. You 
could spend your whole day just rating every 
interaction as something between poor and 
excellent. From Uber drivers to call-centre 
workers, everybody’s chasing a tick of record-
ed acclaim.

I miss the old days, when good service was 
considered normal and feedback was known 
as complaining. The British often did it apol-
ogetically and the habitual complainer was a 
target for literary sport. The young Joe Orton, 
from his cramped Islington bedsit, invented 
a middle-aged character called Edna Wel-
thorpe (Mrs), whose reproving letters were 
deliciously pointless: ‘I shan’t try any more of 
your pie fillings until the fruit content is con-
siderably higher. My stomach really turned at 
what I saw when I opened the tin.’

The master of the form, however, was the 
late William Donaldson — writer, impresario, 
crack-cocaine user and erstwhile pimp, whose 
satirical alter ego was the robustly right-wing 
‘wet fish salesman’ Henry Root. In the late 
1970s, Root dispatched muscular letters of 
complaint to everyone from Esther Rantzen 
to Lord Grade. He had a genius for the mul-
tilayered insult (‘I want to talk to the organ-
grinder, not the monkey’) and often included 
a pound note with the letter to create an 
uneasy sense of obligation in the recipient.

Written complaint once carried greater 
moral weight because the mechanics of pro-
duction were so laborious. You had to pen a 
letter, find an envelope, pay for a stamp and 
remember to post it. But letters were also less 
damaging to companies. They could be filed 
away privately, in a cupboard or a bin.

The internet changed all that: it opened 
the floodgates of public complaint at the 
touch of a ‘send’ button. Companies fight 
back by pestering us for feedback. The sec-
ond I complete a humdrum purchase online, 
I face some pop-up questionnaire. Respond 
at your peril. The questions drag on for ever. I 

started one which asked if I was male, female, 
or ‘prefer not to say’. Mucking about, I began 
clicking ‘prefer not to say’ to everything and 
I realised that in future I really would prefer 
not to say — anything at all.

It wasn’t always thus. In the days when 
email first became commonplace I was work-
ing in a newspaper office in Canary Wharf, 
where I found myself locked in a love-hate 
relationship with the branch of Pret down-
stairs. I was greedily obsessed with their sand-
wiches but driven crazy by their marketing.

I was particularly annoyed to find that 
Pret’s Christmas paper bag featured the 
three wise men from the nativity story slav-
ishly following a star in the form of the Pret 
logo. What a disgrace and a disappointment 

it was, I wrote, to see the spiritual message of 
Christmas hijacked for commercial purposes. 
And I really did bridle at that bag just as I bet 
that pie filling peeved Orton. There’s a tiny 
bit of Edna in all of us, screaming to be let out.

Well, the internet did let Edna out, and 
then some. It gave us TripAdvisor, which 
I enjoy like the diaries of Samuel Pepys or 
Alan Bennett: for the fine detailing of courte-
sies given or withheld, the delicate analysis of 
small failures. Once, when our children were 
very small, we stayed at an eccentric English 
guesthouse, which was clearly beloved by its 
regulars. The host, a memorable personality 
who played the Dam Busters music at dinner 
to his captive guests, was convivial in his cups 
and tetchy in the morning: one scroll through 
the write-ups and it all comes flooding back.

TripAdvisor is funny, human and uncon-
trollable, and hoteliers have the right of reply. 
Yet imagine if I ran my life according to the 
yawning template of the corporate feedback 
surveys pestering my husband: ‘What did you 
think about that cup of tea? Could you rate 
its milkiness according to your preference? 
How readily, on a scale of one to five, would 
you recommend me to other people who 
might ask for hot beverages?’ 

The incessant demand for feedback is 
annihilating the ancient art of complaint, the 
spontaneity of true praise and even the joy of 
hoax letters. Edna Welthorpe’s tired now, you 
see: the zing’s gone out of the game.

‘I shan’t try any more of your pie 
fi llings until the fruit content is 

considerably higher’, wrote Joe Orton

As Sir 
Kevin Barron, chair of the MPs’ 
‘Standards’ committee, steps down 
so that his own MP-packed body 
can adjudicate an allegation against 
him, the ‘Standards’ commissioner 
Kathryn Hudson says that some 
MPs are breaking rules because 
‘they do not agree with them’. 
Are MPs simply not interested in 
their reputation?

Oligarchs at all levels know 
how to look after themselves 
(apparently no complaint against 
Ofsted has ever been upheld). 
However committed ancient 
Romans were to the rule of law, it 
was a commonplace that to reach 
the top of the greasy pole, one 
needed to make three fortunes: one 
to get there, one to fight subsequent 
charges of corruption and one 
to support you in exile after you 
were found out. Cicero began his 
prosecution against the corrupt 
provincial governor Verres by 
saying that the word on the street 
was that no one with influence (i.e. 
money) would ever be found guilty 
in a court controlled by fellow 
senators; he knew what he was up 
against when he argued that true 
glory depended on the identification 
of one’s personal interests with 
the state’s. The historian Tacitus 
brilliantly pointed out that when the 
state was at its most corrupt, laws 
were most numerous.

Perhaps the only culture in which 
one’s chances of getting away with it 
were least likely was that of classical 
Athens, where the citizen body, 
whether in Assembly or law-court, 
was sovereign and therefore the 
final arbiter over any such charges. 
All officials were constantly subject 
to public scrutiny and at the end of 
their term of office their record was 
assessed. Punishments ranged from 
fines through exile to death. No 
House of Lords for them.

While MPs remain accountable 
only to themselves, the problem will 
persist. As for their ‘reputation’, 
the word derives from the Latin 
reputatio, ‘a consideration to be 
taken into account when drawing up 
a financial statement’.

Hard not to laugh, eh?
 — Peter Jones

ANCIENT AND MODERN

Cicero on regulating MPs
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makes me think of the mode of manipulation 
known as gaslighting — ‘a form of mental 
abuse in which information is twisted or spun, 
selectively omitted to favour the abuser, or 
false information is presented with the intent 
of making victims doubt their own memory, 
perception, and sanity’. Repeatedly, this small 
but dynamic country is told: ‘You’ll be noth-
ing without me!’ ‘No one else will want you!’ 
and of course ‘You look fat in that dress.’ (See 
constant comparison of overweight, fun-lov-
ing Englishwomen to dull, thin French ones.) 

It’s creepily similar to a bad marriage even 
before you bring in the German Question. 
Is Germany a homicidal maniac itching to 
start the third world war the minute we leave 
(those warnings that the EU has ‘kept the 
peace in Europe for 70 years’ — nothing to 
do with Nato, then?), or is it the cool-headed 
big brother that keeps unruly Britain in sensi-
ble shoes? It’s hard to see how it can be both.

The country is being ‘mansplained’ — 
another word popular with we feminists 
meaning ‘to explain something to someone, 
typically a man to a woman, in a manner 
regarded as condescending or patronising’ — 
on a massive scale when it comes to Brexit. 
But the mansplainers aren’t aware of how 
dumb they look, and how much their own 
desires distort their point of view. 

There are lots of high-flown reasons to 
want to stay in the EU. But there are, I sus-
pect, a sizable tranche of deeply uncool 
people who imagine that a bit of subtitled 
European cool might rub off on them. Emma 
Thompson’s recent rant about baked goods 
comes immediately to mind. 

EU cheerleaders imagine themselves to 
be the repositories of French savoir faire, 
Italian passion and Scandi egalitarianism, but 
they are, ironically, generally a horribly rec-
ognisable English type — the metropolitan 
smuggie whose self-love is matched only by 
their loathing of their fellow citizens and the 
country that made them.

I see a stuck-in-the-mud, male-power 
institution that needs a good feminist kick-
ing — and then I feel that even that would 
be a waste of our time, energy and pedicures. 
Let’s just leave them to get on with it, and go 
our own merry way. As every broad worth her 
weight in pinches of salt knows, the endgame 
with any gaslighter, bully or abusive spouse 
is not confrontation but non-engagement. 
Bring on the Brexit!

For decades — even before it had its 
name, which sounds thrilling, as words 
with an X in them tend to — I’ve been 

a Brexiter. I even mistrusted the Common 
Market, as we called the mild-mannered Dr 
Jekyll before it showed us the deformed, 
power-crazed face of the EU’s Mr Hyde. 

The adored MP of my childhood, Tony 
Benn, preached against it in any shape or 
form. ‘When I saw how the European Union 
was developing,’ he said, ‘it was very obvious 
what they had in mind was not democratic. 
In Britain, you vote for a government so the 
government has to listen to you, and if you 
don’t like it you can change it.’

I’m aware that being against the EU has 
always been about as popular in ‘civilised’ cir-
cles as being pro-capital punishment. (Which 
I also am.) Imagine my delight when, in recent 
months, two of the contemporaries I admire 
most — Suzanne Moore at the Guardian and 
Janice Turner at the Times — wrote magnifi-
cent columns in support of Brexit. And inter-
estingly, they took robustly feminist views of 
the proceedings, which is handy, because of 
the third of Britons undecided on how to vote 
on 23 June, 60 per cent of them are women.

From Britain’s dubious induction into the 
wretched gang by that arch-misogynist Ted 
Heath to Neil Kinnock’s shameful monster-
ing of the brave Brussels whistleblower Marta 
Andreasen, it’s hard not to see the EU as the 
biggest boy’s club of all. The recent letter by 
the ‘Women In’ group claimed that Europe 
has given us equal pay and anti-discrimina-
tion laws — but countries outside the Magic 
Circle have those too, while inside (Ireland 
closest to home) are only just dragging their 
attitudes to women into the 20th century. We 
Brexiters are fighting back by pointing out 
that £350 million a week is blown on the EU, 
which could be better spent on the priorities 
of women voters, such as healthcare.

Women are thought to be less Eurosceptic 
than men — but this doesn’t indicate open-
mindedness, in my book, so much as fearful-
ness, which is surely not to be encouraged. 
What has quite rightly been called Project 
Fear plays on the Nervous Nellie in all peo-
ple, evoking anxieties about more expense 
and less security, as though Britain had been 
some sad wraith of a nation in the pre-EU 
1960s instead of the robust, confident country 
it so memorably was.

In fact, the behaviour of the pro-EU mob 

Bottling out

Does any country have experience of a 
sugary drinks tax?
— Denmark introduced a tax on 
sweetened soft drinks in the 1930s which 
by 2013 was being levied at a rate of €0.22 
a litre and brought in €60m a year.
— However, the Danish government also 
estimated that it was losing €38.9m in 
VAT from illegal soft drink sales.
— In 2011, the government also introduced 
a fat tax, levied at 16 Kroner (£1.78) on 
food items with more than 2.3% saturated 
fat, and planned a more general sugar tax.
— However, the fat tax was abandoned 
after 15 months when surveys suggested 
only 7% of Danes had reduced their fat 
intake. The tax was, however, blamed for 
1,300 lost jobs as Danish shoppers 
crossed to Germany or Sweden. The 
proposed sugar tax was abandoned and 
the soft drinks tax abolished, too.

Old wives’ tale

Individuals are living longer, but does that 
make us an ageing population?

Population Age Population
in 2001 group in 2011

15.5m   0-20   16m
6.7m   21-24   7.7m
13.3m   30-44   12.9m
11.4m   45-59   12.4m
7.8m   60-74   9.3m
5.9m   75-89   4.4m
0.4m   90+   0.5m
Source: ONS

Places to stay

Where in Britain has fewest passports?
 % of population without passport

Blaenau Gwent   30%
Great Yarmouth/Anglesey   28.9%
East Lindsey   28.8%
Gwynedd   27.8%
North Norfolk, Bolsover, Moyle   27.4%
Source: ONS

Ain’t no mountain high enough

Ben Nevis was re-measured and found to 
be 1,345 metres (1m higher than had 
been thought). Other mountains that grew:
— Mount Everest was measured at 
8,840m in 1856, but 8,848m in 1955.
— Before 2002, Mont Blanc was measured 
at 4,807m. It was put at 4,808.75m last 
year. The change isn’t just down to 
accuracy of measurement: the summit is an 
ice cap, and so its height varies.
And two that shrank:
— Kilimanjaro was measured at 5,895m 
in 1952, but only 5,888m in 2014.
Snowdon was measured at 1,130m in 
1682, shrinking to the current height given 
in the Ordnance Survey of 1,085m.

BAROMETERFeminists for Brexit
Britain is trapped in a bad marriage with the EU. It’s time to leave

JULIE BURCHILL
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JAMES DELINGPOLE

What will I do with my second chance at life? 
Play more video games, for a start

you want to commune with teenage chil-
dren, this is pretty much the only way. It’s 
not like they’re going to say: ‘Yes, please 
Dad!’ when you say: ‘Fancy coming to walk 
the dog?’ And though you don’t say much 
to one  another while watching TV, you do 
definitely bond in that companionable near-
silence. So not only do you get to catch up 
with funny old stuff you might otherwise 
never have watched, such as Two and a 
Half Men and Malcolm in the Middle, both 
of which I highly recommend. But you also 
get to be a really good dad: the kind I now 
wish I’d been to the Rat when he was grow-

ing up, because then I’d have got to play a 
lot more video games and watch a lot more 
trash TV in my mid-thirties, rather than just 
in my early  fifties.

Work: this is another thing I’m feeling 
healthily ambivalent about. Though I’m still 
perfectly happy being a journalist, blogger, 
gun-for-hire, I no longer think it would be 
the end of the world if it all went tits up and 
I had to do something else. Podcasting on 
a more regular, professional level, say: I’d 
probably be quite a good shock jock. Or 
teaching: my brief stints at Malvern and 
Radley were among the most satisfying 
things I’ve ever tried. Or just writing more 

books, which is, after all, what I most wanted 
to do in life before I got distracted by the 
adrenaline-buzz immediacy and regular-ish 
income of hackery.

If you don’t want to die young — and 
I really don’t — I think this ambivalence 
is important. Anxiety, fear about your job, 
about where your next work is coming from, 
is an absolute killer. It can be so all-consum-
ing you might as well not exist, because it 
ruins even those moments when you should 
be relaxed and enjoying yourself. It makes 
you desperate, needy and afraid to say no, 
which isn’t exactly conducive to great self-
esteem. ‘He ate shit because once you hit 50 
what other option do you have?’ I’m not nec-
essarily sure it’s what I want as my epitaph.

Another thing: I want to know more, read 
more, see more. Like, the other  evening, I 
began dipping into The Iliad. (Not in the 
original Greek, obviously, that being one 
of the many skills I regret having failed to 
develop.) These weird, intense, vivid char-
acters at once so familiar and yet so alien 
because — unlike us — their values haven’t 
been tempered by the Romans, Christianity 
and the Enlightenment. This is the stuff that 
you should be filling your head with, this is 
what makes you a rounded human being. 
Not to mention the edge it will give you 
while watching future episodes of  University 
Challenge.

But is it the pulmonary embolism exper-
ience which has brought me this rush of 
 wisdom — or is it stuff that hits you anyway 
round about mid-life-crisis time? I don’t 
know, not least because, despite all that 
research, as I mentioned at the beginning 
I still feel a complete imposter as a ‘survi-
vor’. It’s not like I got machine-gunned to 
within an inch of my life leading a platoon in 
Afghanistan. I just got very ill for a few days.

Maybe it doesn’t matter though where it 
comes from. I know what I’m about to say is 
right because loads of much more sensible 
people have said it before me in the days I 
was too busy to listen: all that really counts 
in life is family, friends and health. Oh, and 
Medal of Honor, obviously. Happy Easter!

Does a near-death experience make 
you a better person? This is some-
thing I’ve been thinking about on 

and off since my pulmonary embolism. 
 Initially, it hadn’t occurred to me that a PE 
was a big deal. But the research that I’ve 
done since suggests that these things aren’t 
unserious. My seen-it-all ex-army GP, for 
example, was properly impressed. As too 
have been the various people I know whose 
friends and relatives have died of them, 
one a 23-year-old girl who succumbed after 
breaking her ankle while walking on the 
moors. So yes, as my fellow ‘survivors’ keep 
telling me, I should be grateful for my lucky 
escape  — and perhaps see it as a heaven-sent 
opportunity to put my life into perspective.

What I can’t work out at this stage, 
though, is whether the experience has really 
changed me — or whether I’m just inventing 
it because I feel it’s what I ought to do and 
I’m a bit of a drama queen.

One effect is that I’ve been dedicating a 
lot more time to playing Call of Duty, Saints 
Row 2 and Medal of Honor on the Xbox. 
The Afghanistan sequences in the  latter 
are just amazing, especially when you’re 
in a US infantry unit moving up a valley 
swarming with Taleban, and you cover one 
another, keeping the enemy pinned down, 
being careful to conserve ammo because 
if you don’t you’re stuffed a bit later when 
you have to hold out in a crumbling outpost 
against hordes of RPG-toting al-Qaeda.

In the past I would have felt guilty about 
this spectacular waste of life. Now it causes 
me no qualms whatsoever because a) I’ve 
decided that it’s an important form of thera-
py, and b) I’ve remembered how very much I 
enjoy playing video games and, now I realise 
how precarious existence is, it seems quite 
wrong to deny myself so vital a pleasure.

Same goes with the kids; just simple stuff 
like making sure I spend more time slob-
bing with Boy in front of whatever crap TV 
he’s watching when he’s home on school 
leave. Previously I scarcely dared do this, 
for fear of being accused by the Fawn of 
being a lazy bastard. Actually, though, if 

If you want to commune with  
teenage children, watching TV 

is pretty much the only way

‘Can’t we watch the internet 
 like other families?’
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me and now my grandchildren ride it with 
scant respect for its awesome past.

The second item in the case against is not 
so much a memory as a photograph: myself 
sitting on top of a stone pillar glaring at my 
father, who gazes, beatific and adoring, at 
his youngest child. I have often wondered 
about that photograph. It now occurs to me 
that I was only obeying a strict family rule 
that none of us should ever smile in front 
of a camera. This was a rule made by my 
father but invariably broken by him in fam-
ily photographs. And so our family portraits 
display a seraphic Evelyn surrounded by a 
very cross family. It was only in the last fam-
ily photographic session of his life that those 

who had reached the age of 20 had started to 
sneak shifty smiles at the camera. But, in this 
last photograph, my brother James and I still 
glared. I believe that James, true unto death 
to his father’s prohibition, has never ceased 
to glower at a camera.

My experience of my father was entirely 
different from that of Auberon, who had to 
overcome our father’s reputation to find his 
own literary voice. This he did brilliantly by 
transferring our father’s talent for surreal-
ist commentary and sharp wit from novels 
to journalism, an area in which Evelyn did 
not excel.

My primary impression of my father was 
of a gentle melancholic man whose chief 
pleasure lay in parodying his condition. He 
would wander round the house when too 
many children were present chanting…

Oh the hell of it
Oh the smell of it
Oh the hell of the family life.
And we would smile indulgently. When 

his friends died he would cheer feebly, 
because he felt doomed and he had out-
lasted them in the race of life. When Ian 
Fleming snuffed it, he even acted out his 
death-rattle during Christmas charades. 
How we laughed.

He never hit his children, the boys were 
not expected to call him ‘sir’ (a custom 
among my schoolfriends of that time which 
I found very incongruous), and he was tol-
erant of fibs as long as they were fantasti-
cal enough and not malicious. Once, inspired 
by reading Nada the Lily, I took the role of 
Umslopogaas, using my father’s best cork-
topped walking stick as a knobkerrie to 
vanquish the furniture in the redundant 
servants’ parlour. The victory, if total, was 
brief. The battered walking stick was found 
and all fingers pointed at me.

An impromptu court was set up in a tatty 
glass shed at the back of the house, which my 
father had christened the Crystal Palace. He 
took the role of judge and was provided with 
a chair. I admitted using the walking stick 
but hotly denied doing anything violent 
with it. I made no mention of Umslopogaas 
and maintained that I had used it to act 
the French courtier. When asked what that 
might involve, I minced around in the grime 
of the Crystal Palace striking what I imag-
ined to be courtier-like poses with the stick. 
I was absolved, I think on the grounds of 
chutzpah, and the court was adjourned.

Certainly I was in awe of my father. This 
was less from fear than from a desire not 
to appear foolish in front of him. But in my 
teenage years I felt protective of him. He 
was fragile, like a beautiful piece of china. 
Being alone at home, I used to sigh fre-
quently and despondently. Papa could not 
bear it and threatened to kick me if ever I 
sighed again. The day came when some of 
us were standing round the kitchen table 
and I let out a heavy sigh. ‘Right,’ said my 
father, ‘I am going to kick you.’ He waddled 
towards me and I ran away. He waddled on 
and I could not bear it. So I stopped and let 
him kick me. It was a gentle kick and not 
long after he was dead.

He was buried in the ha-ha that used to 
lie on his land, which has since been sold. 
This year Oxford University Press will start 
the mammoth task of publishing a scholastic 
edition of all my father’s writings. Equally 
important — for his family at least — is that 
we surmount whatever prejudice there may 
be against him, to see his earthly remains 
incorporated into the churchyard at Combe 
Florey, where we can visit them.

F ifty years have passed since the death 
of my father, Evelyn Waugh. His 
remains, together with those of his wife 

Laura and daughter Margaret, are buried 
within a ha-ha which is now collapsing into 
the churchyard of St Peter and Paul, Combe 
Florey. My nephew, Alexander, and I hope 
that these graves could be incorporated in 
the churchyard as only a dilapidated wall 
separates them. But our efforts have been 
frustrated by bureaucratic obtuseness.

I wonder if the creakiness of the bureau-
cratic process has been created by the unde-
served popular perception of my father as 
a monster. The portrait is based on his own 
diaries and my late brother Auberon’s won-
derfully comic autobiography, Will This 
Do? The latter presents a quixotic version 
of the truth, containing among many other 
anecdotes a story about Evelyn devouring 
the wartime banana ration intended for his 
children. This, it’s true, had a reprise in my 
lifetime — transformed into caviar. One 
Christmas an American heiress, Mrs Cut-
ting, had decided to adopt our needy Eng-
lish family and had sent a Christmas hamper 
which included a small pot of caviar. This 
my father consumed solo in front of his six 
beady-eyed children. Maybe it was a lit-
tle greedy, but what fortitude! Most fathers 
would hide it to share with a significant 
other when the crowds had dispersed.

I want to mount his defence — but first 
I should perhaps review the case against. 
My first memory of my father was blissfully 
blowing a whistle as loud as I could outside 
his library window. I had just learnt to blow 
a whistle and was demonstrating my prow-
ess. I was four years old, my father 51 and no 
doubt in the throes of writing Officers and 
Gentlemen, the second book of the Sword 
of Honour trilogy. Suddenly there he was, 
incarnate, behind me, fierce but silent and 
firm, and the whistle was gone. My father 
had carelessly chucked it under a black 
camel that lay beyond the green baize door. 
I was not impressed. Being only four years 
old I had not acquired the gentry status that 
would permit me to go through the door 
and retrieve it. For weeks, I would gaze tan-
talised from the servants’ side, not daring to 
approach the whistle nestled in the hind legs 
of the kneeling camel. In recognition of this 
early trauma, the camel was bequeathed to 

Oh, what a lovely Waugh!
My father, Evelyn Waugh, enjoyed pretending 

to be a horror. He wasn’t

SEPTIMUS WAUGH

‘If Victoria Pendleton can 
take up horse-racing…’

When Ian Fleming died, my father 
even acted out his death-rattle 

during Christmas charades
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LETTERS

of the early 20th century, the EU’s march 
towards pan-European nationhood has 
resulted in the very instability it was 
supposed to cure.

Then there is the question of why it 
should be necessary, at vast expense, to 
impose a further layer of political and 
legal governance on established British 
institutions which have served our 
democracy reasonably well.

Add to the mix the apparent failure 
of the euro currency and the hopeless 
confusion of Schengen, and any confidence 
in the EU project melts away. Perhaps 
Brexit would not equate to freedom, but it 
would be a firm stride in that direction.
John Shipley
Benllech, Anglesey

Hold on to your ski pass
 
Sir: David Snow (Letters, 19 March) asserts 
that European pensioners ski for free 
in the French resort of Les Arcs. Before 
any readers change their holiday plans, it 
is worth pointing out that the minimum 
qualifying age is 72, and even then, 
although lift-passes are heavily discounted, 
they are still not entirely free. The Les Arcs 
ticket office website makes no mention that 
this benefit is restricted to EU pensioners, 
so I cannot see that veteran, skiing 
Brexiters have anything to fear.
Merrick Moseley
Findon, West Sussex

What happened to Wankie
 
Sir: Contrary to Barometer (19 March), the 
name of the town of Wankie in Zimbabwe 
was not changed due to an ‘image problem’. 
It was the anglicised form of the vernacular 
Hwange (the name of a local chieftain), and 
reverted to its original pronunciation after 
independence in 1980. This also happened 
in Gwelo (now Gweru), Gatooma (now 
Kadoma) and Umtali (now Mutare).
Alan Doyle
Sunbury-on-Thames, Surrey

Tights spot
 
Sir: My son Peter Fineman wrote (Letters, 
19 March) that I sent him to a party clothed 
as a girl in skirts. This is incorrect — he was 
in fact dressed as an elf. It is, however, true 
that they thought he was girl, and perhaps 
the tights were a mistake.
Coral Samuel
London W8

WRITE TO US 
The Spectator, 22 Old Queen Street,  
London SW1H 9HP 
letters@spectator.co.uk

PC and abortion
 
Sir: It is heartwarming that Simon 
Barnes’s son should not suffer the stigma 
experienced by those with Down’s 
syndrome in earlier generations (‘In praise 
of PC’, 19 March). But is it not ironic that in 
this kinder, more generous and respectful 
age, over 90 per cent of fetuses diagnosed 
with Down’s are aborted? Rather than 
hiding the children away, we now ensure 
that most of them are not even born. If 
political correctness had really become 
sane, surely our kindness, generosity and 
respect would extend to the womb as well?
Matthew Hosier
Poole, Dorset

Naming conditions
 
Sir: Simon Barnes, makes a couple of 
assumptions which do not bear scrutiny. 
He states that people born with an extra 
chromosome 21 (trisomy 21, or Down’s 
syndrome) were treated unkindly in the 
past. And he credits political correctness 
with the new kindness to his son, who was 
born with trisomy 21.

My brother Andy has trisomy 21 and 
suffers profound cognitive impairment. He 
grew up in apartheid South Africa. It would 
be difficult to imagine a more politically 
incorrect society — but Andy has been 
treated with kindness and tolerance for 
48 years, in both the old and the new 
South Africa. Interestingly, the Afrikaans 
euphemism for trisomy 21 is ‘sonskyn 
kinders’ (sunshine children).

If political correctness is the careful 
choosing of words to prevent offence to 
others, it has a laudable goal. However, it 
seems to me that it is rather used to seek 
offence where none is intended. The ever- 
changing whims of acceptable terminology 
make language a minefield, creating 
shifting sands of victimhood.

This is amply illustrated by Mr Barnes 
not even being able to type the previous, 
now unfashionable term for trisomy 21. It 
is worth pointing out that John Langdon 
Down, who recognised the clinical features 
of the abnormality, used language now 
considered unacceptable. His original 
paper describing the condition is surely, 
even to the most hardened ‘un-politically 
correct’ person, jarring and offensive.

Perhaps the best thing is to recognise 
that trisomy 21 is best called by its clinical 
name. There are other trisomy-related 
disorders, but these are vanishingly rare, so 
even shortening this to trisomy would be 
far more accurate and acceptable.
Johan van den Bogaerde
Twin Waters, Queensland,  
Australia

Poles apart on Turkey
 
Sir: I was the Foreign Office minister 
responsible for consular affairs in 1990 
when we introduced the visa requirement 
for Turkish visitors. Before then they did 
not require a visa to visit, but that did not 
give them any right to live or work in the 
UK (‘Desperate straits’, 19 March). After 
the recent agreement, that will once again 
be the position. A Turkish visitor should 
not be compared with those from Poland, 
an EU country whose citizens do have 
the right to live and work elsewhere in 
the EU. To imply otherwise is, I suggest, 
scaremongering.
Sir Timothy Sainsbury
London W8

The road to freedom
 
Sir: Ian Buruma’s piece (‘Vote for 
freedom!’, 19 March) visits a number of 
well-travelled arguments for and against 
Brexit, concluding that any freedom 
achieved thereby would be illusory. But 
what he fails to justify is the actual point of 
the EU. Though originally conceived as an 
antidote to the virulent ultra-nationalism 
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS| MARTIN VANDER WEYER

My straw polls say the ‘leave’ campaign
is failing to make a clear economic case

in frugal post-crisis mode. The OBR says 
year-after-year deficits on the current scale 
are ‘unprecedented’, and in part due to the 
Bank of England’s ‘extremely accommoda-
tive monetary policy’. The cumulative total 
of net unsecured borrowing (including cred-
it cards) could reach £662 billion by 2020.

If that’s not ‘debt-fuelled’, I don’t know 
what is. But I shouldn’t be smug about Car-
ney: none of us has perfect forward vision. 
Days before his Peston speech, I wrote that 
readers disheartened by equity returns and 
deposit rates ‘might like to explore well-
established peer-to-peer lending websites’. 
Now wise men tell me that if the new debt 
bubble bursts, the peer-to-peer sector could 
be highly vulnerable. Like the Governor, let 
me recommend increased vigilance.

Fallen angel

If I could choose a companion for an Easter 
getaway, it would be Maria Sharapova, the 
Russian tennis star who clearly needs sym-
pathy and financial advice. Though often in 
my thoughts, she has only once appeared 
here, after I watched Venus Williams ham-
mer her at Wimbledon in 2007 and com-
mended her to Barclays chief John Varley 
(who was also there, taking time out from 
his bid battle against RBS for ABN Amro, in 
which victory would have been disastrous) 
as an example of ‘how to lose elegantly and 
still be loved by the crowd’. She’s been try-
ing to do that again after her recent fall — 
testing positive for a recently banned drug, 
meldonium, which boosts exercise capacity 
— and I’d say that on today’s spectrum of 
global sports cheating, her sin is minor in 
relation to her potential loss of $30 million 
a year in prize money and endorsements. In 
banking terms, it’s a mis-selling after a rule 
change, not a Libor scandal. So I’m glad to 
see Nike, her major sponsor, hinting that she 
may be given a second chance on the basis 
that ‘sometimes these moments become 
teaching moments’. Quite so. Meanwhile, 
Maria, I’m here to help.

In every gathering, someone — often me 
— calls for a show of hands on Brexit. 
And I have to report that, in the varied 

circles in which I move, ‘leave’ may have the 
best tunes but isn’t winning the argument. 
At a Mayfair fundraiser for a Jewish char-
ity, the crowd of mostly thirty-to-fortysome-
thing men in suits (and many in yarmulkes) 
was 90 per cent for ‘remain’; a former Tory 
minister was spotted waving both arms in a 
desperate bid to boost the ‘leave’ minority. 
In a more mixed crowd of business people at 
a Budget briefing in Newcastle, the balance 
was much the same.

At a Sunday lunch in Yorkshire — of 
the traditional sort at which grace is still 
said — we were six-a-side until the host’s 
housekeeper paused from serving to make 
the casting vote for ‘remain’ because ‘my 
husband’s job depends on it’. Likewise, in 
a ski party at Méribel, opinion was divided, 
shading for ‘remain’. At a dinner of Euro-
pean cross-border merger-and-acquisition 
lawyers, it didn’t seem polite to ask if they 
wanted the UK to stay or go, so I asked if 
they thought we’re mad to hold the referen-
dum at all: every hand in the room twitched.

What I draw from all this is that ‘leave’ 
campaigners, motivated by sovereignty 
issues and tactically focused on ad homi-
nem attacks, are failing to make the finan-
cial case upon which a great block of voters 
will actually base their choice. Vague talk of 
trade deals with India and elsewhere just 
doesn’t cut the mustard. Indeed, if I may say 
so, the most articulate, broad-ranging eco-
nomic manifesto for leaving so far was prob-
ably our own Spectator Money supplement 
(5 March and online).

I would have put the in-out question to 
last Friday’s hunt centenary dinner at home 
in Helmsley, but by then I felt I could pre-
dict the poll: older men for out, older women 
not so sure, younger people — in business, 
farming, manual work or higher education 
— confused by their elders’ contradictory 
claims, but more likely to vote ‘remain’ if 
they vote at all.

So I didn’t poll the convivial hunters, 
instead regaling them with my latest Brexit 
metaphor. There we are — I told them — 
late-night tobogganing like teenagers down 
Méribel’s unlit pistes from the Rond-Point 
to the Grand Coeur hotel. I’m just swerv-
ing on to the final steep descent when what 
should I meet but the blinding headlights 
of the very embodiment of the European 
superstate: a mighty piste-basher machine 
advancing unstoppably uphill, straight 
towards me. I hurl myself sideways off my 
flimsy tea-tray of a toboggan, no match for 
the giant steel plough ahead, and eventually 
stagger dazed to my feet. The basher-driver 
is out of his cab, but is he coming to check 
I’m unhurt? No, he’s shouting at me about 
breaking the resort’s safety rules. ‘Je m’en 
fous de vos réglements Bruxellois,’ I shout 
back to his evident surprise, as I remount 
my plastic steed. ‘Je suis citoyen Britannique: 
je choisis la piste de la liberté!’ And on I go, 
plunging in exhilaration down a dark moun-
tain towards an unknown fate.

Debt-fuelled

‘This has not been a debt-fuelled recovery. 
Aggregate private credit growth is mod-
est compared to pre-crisis conditions… 
That said, increased vigilance is merited… 
it doesn’t take a genius to recognise that a 
prolonged period of low… interest rates 
could encourage the build-up of excessive 
risks.’ So observed Governor Mark Carney 
in his Peston Lecture (named after the great 
broadcaster’s economist father) at Queen 
Mary University of London in January.

Regular readers know I regard Carney as 
less than the central-banking genius he was 
first cracked up to be. Now I’m wondering 
how he squares those remarks with a warn-
ing from the Office for Budget Responsibil-
ity that UK households could clock up an 
annual deficit of spending over income of 
£68 billion by the end of the decade — up 
from £58 billion this year, and in contrast to 
a £38 billion surplus in 2012, when we were 
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‘Rock, Loch Eynort, South 
Uist, Hebrides’, 1954, by 
Paul Strand
Martin Gayford — p44

Honor Clerk explains how 
self-portraiture proved the 
best way for women artists to 
advertise in a man’s world
Pippa Goldschmidt is 
dazzled by the mystery and 
magnetism of the Sun 
Robert Service fears that, 
thanks to our judicial 
system, there may never be 
justice for Alexander 
Litvinenko
Damian Thompson hails a 
film that suggests 
paedophile priests may be 
capable of holiness
Lloyd Evans says Catherine 
Tate’s talents are wasted 
playing airhead Americans 
James Walton is surprised 
to find TV gold in the 
subsections of police acts
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‘Help the British anyhow’
The sacrifices made by India on the Allies’ behalf in the  
second world war would profoundly affect the country’s  

future for better or worse, says Philip Hensher

India’s War: The Making of Modern 
South Asia, 1939–1945
by Srinath Raghavan 
Allen Lane, £30, pp. 608, 
ISBN 9781846145414

The other day, some anti-imperialist stu-
dents were questioning the presence in their 
institutions of statues of Cecil Rhodes, a 
West African cockerel and, very strangely in 
view of her conspicuously anti-racist convic-
tions, Queen Victoria. In response, a Guard-
ian columnist, who has probably made less 
effort to learn Hindi than Queen Victoria 
did, amusingly said that it was time to ‘start 
a debate’ about the British empire. I would 
have thought that we have spent much of 
the last century energetically examining the 
subject from topknot to shoesole. Neverthe-
less, there remain some large areas which 
haven’t been properly considered, and 
among them is the complex story of India’s 
role in the second world war.

Srinath Raghavan is the author of an 
excellent study of the 1971 Bangladesh war 
of independence. It’s worth thinking for a 
moment about the connections between 
the subjects of these two books. In some 
very peculiar ways, the extraordinary and 
savage war of 1971 was the consequence 
of British imperial attitudes and decisions 
— of Curzon’s 1905 decision to split Ben-
gal into two and of the disastrous decision  
in 1947 to yield to Jinnah’s plan for a 
country separated in two, united only by  
religion. 

Most of all, the course of the war was 
shaped by the lingering belief — not all of 
it springing from the British — that some of 
the races of India were ‘martial’ and some 
were not. In 1971 it was widely taken for 
granted that the ‘martial’ Pakistani Pun-
jabis would defeat the ‘non-martial’ Ben-
galis. Having explored, with memorable 
results, the last outing of this bizarre belief, 
Raghavan has returned to India’s experi-
ence of the second world war. As he shows, 
it was the war that, in large part, created 
modern India. It may be that the extreme 
experiences of wartime tested and hard-
ened some political positions which had 

previously been largely theoretical, for 
good or ill.

By the time war broke out in 1939, 
nobody seriously doubted that India would 
be governed increasingly less by the Brit-
ish. It was already a regional power, as well 
as a colonial entity, and, as Raghavan says, 
in some ways it exercised greater freedom 
in its external relations than the imperial 
dominions of Australia, Canada and South 
Africa. Congress — the body of Indian pol-
iticians — had a range of opinions about 
its duty or indeed its capacity to contribute 
to the war. The viceroy, the Marquess of  
Linlithgow, and his staff could not be sure 
what support they could count on from 
Indian politicians or the people. The princ-
es, who still ruled over their own territories 
up to a point, and who had no great desire 
to hasten an independence which might 
very well deprive them of their lands, put 
on quite a show of loyalty: they were to 
give cash grants of £13.5 million, war mate-

rials worth £5 million and 300,000 men in 
the course of the war. As the war unfolded, 
loyalties and duties played out in unpre-
dictable and far-reaching ways.

Although it was made clear from the 
outbreak of war that any question of inde-
pendence must be put on hold, there was no 
immediate outbreak of rebellion. A press-
ing problem arose when the viceroy tried to 
explain to Gandhi that non-violent civil dis-
obedience might be equated with conscien-
tious objection in Britain — meaning that it 
could be practised but not preached. Mean-
while, other Indian politicians found that 
their distaste for fascism, even if inspired by 
orthodox Marxism, required them to advo-
cate fighting with the imperialist overlord. 
One such, M.N. Roy, was stripped of his 
membership of Congress for arguing such 
a thing. Others, as Raghavan relates, saw an 
excellent opportunity or two.

The arguments went on, but India was 

mobilised. The military forces were hugely 
increased: the army from under 200,000 to 
over two million; the air force from 285 to 
nearly 30,000; the navy from under 2,000 to 
over 30,000. Inevitably, the forces were, at 
first, chronically undertrained and under-
equipped. They were paid much less than 
British troops — there was an amusing 
irony later on when British soldiers in India 
started to complain loudly at being paid so 
much less than their American allies. Racial 
theories played a strong role in recruitment 
— from the 1880s onwards, most Indian  
soldiers were recruited from the north-west. 

Larger strategic thinking, on examina-
tion, clearly treated the Indian forces as 
cannon-fodder, to be moved about at will 
— the 4th Indian Division arrived in Egypt 
‘seriously underprepared for desert war-
fare… neither the officers nor the men had 
ever handled an anti-tank rifle or a mortar’. 
Despite that, their fighting capacities could 
be very effective; Raghavan, who was an 
officer in the Indian army, narrates the bat-
tles with clarity. There was, too, the constant 
background muttering of Indian politicians. 
The result was that most Indians who signed 
up ‘saw it simply as an avenue of employ-
ment’ — there are only a very few officers 
who can be identified as saying that they 
‘wanted to do their bit to fight the Nazis’.

Nevertheless, loyalty to Britain held, 

Indian forces were treated as cannon-
fodder. Those sent to Egypt were 

seriously unprepared for desert warfare
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more or less. There were other pressures. 
The Pan-Asiatic movement that inspired 
Tagore to visit Japan had ambiguous pow-
ers of influence; did it connect India with 
Axis Japan, which had invested substantial-
ly in India in the previous decade, or with 
America’s ally Chiang Kai-Shek, who cheer-
fully confessed that he knew nothing whatso- 
ever about Indian politics? The Americans 
did not see their role as shoring up British 
imperial interests. Much of Indian politi-
cal opinion accorded with Gandhi’s private 
views: ‘Help the British anyhow. They are 
better than the others and will improve fur-
ther hereafter.’ It was quickly established, 
with the arrival of Sir Stafford Cripps, that 
India held the upper hand; any offer falling 
short of what Congress required could, quite 
rightly, be dismissed as a ‘post-dated cheque’.

It is surprising, all in all, that so few Indi-
ans committed what the British would have 
regarded as treason. The Bengali leader 
Subhas Chandra Bose was unusual in fly-
ing to Berlin to offer his support to the 
Nazis, but his plan to foment revolt among 
the Indian troops came to nothing. Only 
after the fall of Singapore did Indian sol-
diers desert to join the Japanese, to form 
an Indian National Army — those who 
refused were treated by the Japanese with 
abominable cruelty. At the end of the war, 
attempts by the British to prosecute the 

INA for treason hit a wall of public opposi-
tion. Bose, curiously, is still a great national 
hero in Bengal.

India suffered, colossally. The best-
known and best-studied episode of the Indi-
an war is the Bengal famine of 1942–3, in 
which three million died. For their failure to 
relieve it, Churchill personally, and British 
policies generally, bear a heavy responsibil-
ity. As Raghavan shows, this was only one of 
many avoidable famines throughout India at  
the time. (It is a mystery to me why anti-

imperialist rhetoricians focus on the Amrit-
sar massacre — which London deplored 
and whose perpetrators it took action 
against — rather than these catastrophic 
1940s famines, to which it showed a shame-
ful indifference.) 

But the war also transformed India into 
an industrial power. Manufacturing output 
expanded by 61.6 percent; 1.1 million were 
added to the industrial workforce; local 
firms supplied up to 60 per cent of India’s 
machine-tool requirements. Without the 
accelerated development of wartime, 
India would have been much less ready for  

independence. On the other hand, you can 
argue that it was imperialist subjection in 
the first place that had left India with such a 
small airforce in 1939.

What was the effect of the imperialists’ 
last war on the greatest imperial posses-
sion? It isn’t easy to answer. In a virtuoso 
few pages, Raghavan sets out a range of 
rumours which obsessed the Indian popu-
lation at one stage of the war. In a way, we 
are now in the same position regarding our 
imperial history as were the children of 
oppressors or subjects: passing on in self-
satisfaction or alarm what we believe to 
be the case without having any substantial 
means of exploring the truth.

I feel close to this subject, since my hus-
band’s family experienced the war under 
British rule; have tales of Bose (a small 
bust of whom sits by the telly); and are only 
one generation away from the Bengal fam-
ine. My husband’s uncle, the young son of 
a Calcutta lawyer, was killed during the  
Japanese bombing of the city. Neverthe-
less, I finished this absorbing and important 
book with the (surely correct) sense that I 
know rather less than I thought about the 
effects of imperialism, the intentions of 
leaders and the merging and dissolution 
of cultures. In a real — rather than empti-
ly pious — sense, this rational and detailed 
book should start a debate.

It is surprising that so few Indians 
committed what the British would 

have regarded as treason

Preparing 
for modern 
warfare: Indian 
infantrymen  
c. 1940
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Sick transit 
Helen R. Brown
The Spaces In Between: A Memoir
by Caroline Jones 
Constable, £20, pp. 304, 
ISBN 9781472121622

Sitting at her desk at the BBC in March 
2006, researching a documentary about the 
Olympic Games, Caroline Jones pressed 
her thumbs deep into her eyelids, allowed 
herself to visualise a chocolate brown-
ie and started to salivate. After work she 
stopped at the supermarket and bought 
some brownies… along with a chocolate 
loaf cake and a large pot of cream to pour 
over it, a giant chocolate bar, an apple 
puff, two eclairs, a cream slice, a selection 
of reduced pastries, a loaf of bread, a pack-
et of butter and three packets of biscuits: 
bourbons, custard creams and Maryland 
cookies. When she got home she ate it all 
in under four hours. 

In her thoughtful new memoir on 
her 14-year struggle with bulimia, Jones 
describes a moment of sharp self-awareness 
experienced two hours into that binge. There 
she is: a smart, attractive young woman, sur-
rounded by empty food wrappers: 

I think how insane this would look to some-
one watching. I’m disgusting, a freak. I eat 
more because I just want to get to the end 
and get all this food out of me… I drink more 
cups of tea because it makes the food liquid 
in my stomach and easier to vomit out at the 
end.

Compared to the binges of alcoholics 
or drug addicts, a bulimic bender seems 
incredibly controlled and strangely sensi-
ble. Jones planned her binges and stuck to 
a budget. She consumed and expelled the 
food in relative safety and without upset-
ting anybody else. Then, after vomiting, 
she would wait to brush her teeth until her 
saliva had neutralised her stomach acid to 
avoid damaging tooth enamel.

She had her chaos so terrifyingly organ-
ised, it’s no wonder she managed to hide 
it from her family for over a decade. The 
shame she felt over her condition was 
deepened by the fact that her  father had 
spent a heroic career fighting famine and 
feeding refugees with the United Nations 
world food programme. How dare his 
daughter waste precious food?

Inevitably, the reader suspects fami-
ly issues must be at the root of such self-
harming behaviour. But she presents her 
parents as loving and adventurous, raising 
their three children where they were sta-
tioned: Ethiopia, Kenya, Sudan and Paki-
stan. Despite the regular relocations, the 
Joneses were and are a stable unit: pictured 
here smiling and sunbaked, cuddling cats 
in dusty gardens, waving bare feet from 
African swimming pools. 

The problem started when Caroline was 
separated from them and sent to boarding 
school in Kent, aged 16, in 1991. Comfort- 
eating made her feel fat, until a new friend 
taught her how to stick her fingers down 

her throat. Gradually the lost girl became 
powerful: she was cheating the laws of 
nature. She could have her cake and not 
eat it!

But she shows how gradually bulimia 
ate away at her, gnawing at her self-worth. 
Although she graduated from Oxford and 
never lacked boyfriends, she learned to lie 
and hide. She fell into half-relationships 
with emotionally absent men. She was 
arrested for shoplifting binge foods.

Jones is painful alive to the frustrations 

and ironies of her condition. When she 
finally seeks professional help, a professor 
explains the problem with an illustration 
of a cake, of all things. On the bottom layer 
is her childhood, her history. In the mid-
dle are her emotions: anxiety, depression, 
anger. And on top is the bulimic behaviour. 

There are no magic fixes on the long 
road to recovery. Honesty, love and self-
knowledge come in slow slivers. The last 
time she attempts a binge, she stares down 
at the biscuits and realises that: ‘The great 
fantasy, the lie, the belief that this was my 
map through darkness has crumbled away 
to dust.’ This still leaves her, like the rest 
of us, with a degree of darkness. But the 
more she learns to speak her mind and ask 
those around her to supply her emotional 
needs, the less she needs to fill ‘the spaces 
in between’ with custard creams.

Going global 
Simon Heffer

Heyday: Britain and the  
Birth of the Modern World
by Ben Wilson 
Weidenfeld, £25, pp. 462, 
ISBN 9780297864103

We can all identify decades in which the 
world moved forward. Wars are not entire-
ly negative experiences: the social and tech-
nological advances of the 1910s and 1940s 
are obvious. Ben Wilson has been more 
thoughtful, and has chosen the 1850s — or, 
more specifically, the years from 1851 to 
1862. It was a time when, as he says, Britain 
was at the peak of her power. The empire 
was not at its greatest — the Scramble for 
Africa had yet to occur — but Germany had  
not unified, and America was economical-
ly overdependent on slavery and, not least 
because of that abomination, about to fall 
into civil war.

Wilson describes the Great Exhibition of 
1851 as a showcase of Britain’s manufactur-
ing might, when it was truly ‘the workshop 
of the world’. He makes the shrewd observa-
tion that what was not displayed by foreign 
countries was more interesting than what 
was: these were the inventions that would 
in time relegate Britain in the list of powers. 
One story Wilson does not tell was about the 
American screw manufacturer who revolu-
tionised the way screws were made. His UK 
patent was bought by Joseph Chamberlain’s 
uncle, who within a decade or so had put  
out of business most of the screw-makers of 
Birmingham, and created the fortune that 
funded Radical Joe’s career in politics.

The world became smaller. Wilson 
relates how clippers — so termed because of 
the time they cut off sea voyages — allowed 
news and goods to be taken around the 
world in record time. The invention of the 

The relativity

of pests: 
how I felt  
about you
fifty minutes into
a call that while
not deeply annoying  
was truly boring   
The deer that first appeared
a dark mass
against a distant tree
resolved into a beauty
of dun fawn
the long-tuned elegance
of an ancient body
now riddled with ticks
O there are too many
& we must cull
we will shoot humanely
what’s excessively  
about to wipe
us or our friends
out but let’s wait
on killing
sentiment
gets its moment
here before the gun
the archaic click
of a phone back on the hook 

—Maureen McLane

When she finally seeks help for her 
bulimia, her problem is explained with 
an illustration of a cake, of all things
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telegraph enabled Julius Reuter to make 
his fortune (and traders to make killings) 
and set up his news business. The invention 
of the hard, rubber-like substance gutta 
percha — a commodity forgotten now, but 
revolutionary then — enabled cabling to be 
insulated and encased, and to join Britain, 
telegraphically, to the Continent, and after 
1858 to North America. Laying the cable 
from Valentia Island, off the coast of Co. 
Kerry, to Newfoundland was a miracle of 

naval engineering: that it stopped working 
within a month and proved difficult in the 
extreme to repair was another matter.

Wilson also looks at newspapers, and 
how they reported and sensationalised 
news, involving people on all continents in 
national and international affairs as never 
before. The Times’s reports of the Crime-
an War in 1854–55 were instrumental in 
bringing down Aberdeen’s government 
and replacing it with Palmerston’s, which 
quickly revolutionised the conduct of war-
fare, not least by building the first military 
railway. The advent of photography, as well 
as speedy transmission of news, brought 
distant events close to home, and increased 
critical interest in them.

The 1850s were also a time of British 
activity and trade in China, but in the face of 
growing resistance by the Chinese against 
imperial aggression. The Indian mutiny of 
1857 altered Britain’s relationship with the 
subcontinent, and left a legacy of distrust 
that would pertain for the remaining 90 

years before independence. The behaviour 
of many states of America towards slaves 
(and, indeed, American Indians) was, how-
ever, far worse than anything the Raj did to 
its subject peoples in India.

Wilson writes well of the expansion 
of America westward, at its peak in the 
1850s: but ‘King Cotton’, which relied on 
slave labour for profitability, wanted newly 
annexed territories to allow slavery (this is 
a quarter of a century after its abolition in 
the British empire): the northern states did 
not. The two cultures could not survive in 
one state, and the civil war was an inevita-
bility. The lesson was not learned as quickly 
as it might have been, with America’s blacks 
waiting another century before the Civil 
Rights Acts allowed them to live like any 
other human being. Wilson is good on the 
lengths to which European governments 
went to try to end the war, fearing a cata-
strophic effect on trade.

He reminds us how much of the world 
still had to be opened up in the 1850s: not 
just America’s west, but also parts of Aus-
tralia that experienced their own gold rush. 
He tells superbly the story of the panic-
stricken hopefuls who struggled to reach 
the goldfields — panicking because in the 
time it took to get there they feared oth-
ers were discovering all the gold — only 
to find ruination and destitution. Australia 
was remarkably like the Wild West, though 
it civilised quickly.

This is a scholarly, intelligent and read-
able book. Whether Wilson’s thesis — that 
the 1850s marked the advent of moderni-
ty — entirely stands up is debatable. Free 
trade, which he holds, rightly, to have been 
so significant, came not least as a result of 
the repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846, one 

Tainted love 
Dorian Lynskey

Small Town Talk: Bob Dylan, The 
Band, Van Morrison, Janis Joplin, 
Jimi Hendrix & Friends in Woodstock
by Barney Hoskyns 
Faber, £20, pp. 496, 
ISBN 9780571309757

In 1963, when the bloom was still on the 
rose, Bob Dylan described Woodstock as a 
place where ‘we stop the clouds, turn time 
back and inside out, make the sun turn on 
and off… the greatest place’. Six years later, 
he wrote in Chronicles: Volume One, ‘Wood-
stock had turned into a nightmare, a place 
of chaos.’

Barney Hoskyns, who lived there in the 
1990s, marshals plenty of evidence to sup-
port both assessments. This Catskills ham-
let has been at various times a blue-collar 
small town, a bohemian enclave, a tour-
ist trap, a hotbed of creativity, a cauldron  
of hedonism, a madhouse and ‘a counter- 
cultural touchstone’. In its heyday it attract-
ed such luminaries as Janis Joplin, Van Mor-
rison, Todd Rundgren, George Harrison 
and The Band. Such was its reputation that 
the promoters of the 1969 festival appropri-

of many remissions of duties in that decade. 
And the big lesson of democracy came in 
the Reform Act of 1867, a lesson absorbed 
far beyond Britain. But this book is an origi-
nal prism through which to view the mid-
19th century and, essentially, about the 
invention not so much of modernity as of 
globalisation.

HMS Agamemnon 
lays the first Atlantic 
telegraph cable 
between Trinity Bay 
and Valentia Island

Panic-stricken hopefuls rushed to the 
Australian goldfields, only to find 

ruination and destitution
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ated its name even though their Aquarian 
pageant took place 60 miles away. 

But this engaging book’s anti-hero isn’t 
a musician. It’s Albert Grossman, manager 
of Dylan and Joplin, ‘hippie baron of Wood-
stock’, and one of the record business’s 
great visionary bullies. ‘Integrity bothered 
Albert,’ wrote the folksinger Dave Van 
Ronk. ‘He used to say there was no such 
thing as an honest man.’ Grossman was 
both the serpent in Eden and the man who, 
for better or worse, made Woodstock what 
it was.

There was already something alluring 
about the place. In the early 20th century, 
it was home to Ralph Whitehead’s Ruskin-
inspired Byrdcliffe arts colony and its more 
radical offshoot, Maverick, whose inaugu-
ral 1915 festival was touted as ‘a village that 
will stand for but a day’. The place the local 
newspaper called ‘the most cosmopolitan 
village in the world’ was primarily popular 
with painters and craftsmen until Gross-
man moved there in 1963 and turned it into 
a rural outpost of the music industry.

His star client soon followed. It’s a 
familiar story but deftly told: Woodstock 
was where Dylan took shelter from his 
newfound celebrity and wrote many of 
his best songs, including ‘Like a Rolling 
Stone’. When he finally soured on both 
town and manager, the baton passed to his 
former backing musicians, The Band. Their 
1968 debut album Music from Big Pink — 
rock’n’roll rerouted via the 19th century — 
defined ‘the Woodstock sound’ that became 
known as Americana: rootsy, downhome 
music nurtured in the ‘peaceful country 
places’ celebrated in Byrdcliffe’s 1903 man-
ifesto. 

It was the perfect soundtrack, Hoskyns 
notes, for the era of the Whole Earth  
Catalog and The Greening of America, 
when hippies fled the cities with dreams of  
establishing rural utopias. The journalist Al 
Aronowitz hymned the Woodstock scene’s 
commitment to ‘the hunger for earth-grown 
wisdom and a redefined morality… the 
thirst for simple touchstones and the natu-
ral law of trees’. So far, so idyllic, but you 
can guess what’s coming next.

Hotel California , Hoskyns’s 2006 
account of the LA canyon scene, demon-
strated that he was both an earnest music 
fan and an enthusiastic gossip — a win-
ning combination. Woodstock provides 
an even more compact stage for a similar 
drama of back-to-basics idealism poisoned 
by ruthless ambition, financial chicanery, 
sexual infidelity, hard drugs and musician’s 
inhumanity to musician. Perhaps all music 
scenes tell the same story. It wasn’t just the 
aftermath of the festival that led a report-
er in 1972 to declare: ‘The Woodstock pop-
music boom is imploding, eating into itself, 
trying to stave off the entropy at its core.’

Take The Band. Their music may have 
been a reactionary disavowal of 1960s rev-

A mix of myths 
Emily Rhodes

Hot Milk
by Deborah Levy 
Hamish Hamilton, £12.99, pp. 217, 
ISBN 9780241146545

With ‘both arms stretched out like a star-
fish, her long hair floating like seaweed at 
the sides of her body’, Kitty Finch swam 

naked into view in Deborah Levy’s Booker- 
shortlisted Swimming Home. Similarly, in 
Hot Milk, Sofia Papastergiadis loves to swim 
—as, indeed, does Levy herself. Only, where-
as Kitty swims up and down the gravelike 
plot of a villa’s swimming pool, Sofia prefers 
the open expanse of the sea.

She swims off the coast of Spain, in 
Almeria, where she is helping her moth-
er find treatment for the periodic ‘myste-
rious’ paralysis of her legs. Caring for her 
mother means that she has given up pur-
suing a doctorate in anthropology, despite 
her first-class degree. She reflects that her 
‘mother tongue’ is ‘the language of symp-
toms and side effects’ and recalls, soon 
after her father left, climbing into bed with 
her mother — who felt as though she was 
‘folding her growing child back into her 
womb in the way an aeroplane folds its 
wheels back into its body after take-off’. 
Their bodies remain unnaturally linked, 
as Sofia shakes the doctor’s hand on her 
mother’s behalf — ‘her arm is my arm’ — 
and finds herself adopting her limp — ‘my 
legs are her legs’. She swims alone, how-
ever. Levy catches Sofia at the moment of 
severing her filial bond: ‘My love for my 
mother is like an axe. It cuts deep.’

If there are whispers of Electra in Sofia, 
the Greek daughter with her axe-like love 
for her mother (a chapter is even titled 
‘Matricide’), then another myth which 
Levy invites us to read into her story is 
that of Medusa. Sofia swims in a sea awash 
with stinging jellyfish, or ‘medusas’, as they 
are called in Spain. Levy reminds us that 
Medusa ‘was a Greek goddess who became 
a monster after being cursed, and that her 
powerful gaze turned anyone who looked 
into her eyes to stone’. So Levy gives us her 
own Medusa in Sofia, ‘the beautiful Greek 
girl’ with the snake-like curls of her hair 
and her piercing anthropologist’s gaze.

Here, then, is a reason for her mother’s 
strange paralysis: ‘If I were to look at my 
mother just once in a certain way, I would 
turn her to stone.’ Levy also offers a Per-
seus in Sofia’s newfound lover Ingrid — a  
powerful woman who decapitates a snake, 
then rides a horse, echoing the myth of Per-
seus beheading the snake-headed Medusa 
and the following birth of Pegasus.

Ingrid is not only Perseus, however, she 
is also Athena — goddess of war and craft 
— in that she is a seamstress, sewing for a 
local vintage shop all summer. As Sofia’s 
lover, beautiful with her golden hair in a 
‘silky plait’, perhaps Ingrid is Aphrodite 
too. Levy playfully summons all three fig-
ures when Ingrid embroiders a word on to 
a silk top for Sofia. At first, Sofia reads the 
sewing as ‘beloved’, but later she sees it in 
fact spells ‘beheaded’.

‘What is a myth?’ Ingrid asks. ‘That is a 
big question. It would be true to say that 
I was probably obsessed with it,’ answers 
Sofia. In this powerful novel about a daugh-

olutionary energies, privileging instead 
the age-old bonds of family and heritage  
(singer-songwriter Richard Thompson 
called it ‘kind of counter-counterculture’), 
but the various members’ egos and excess-
es rivalled those of any big-city band. Todd 
Rundgren, one of Hoskyns’s dozens of 
interviewees, remembers engineering their 
1970 album Stage Fright and noting the 
irony of creating a sound that was ‘concert-
edly folksy and creaky and dusty and not 

slick’ while the musicians dined on lob-
ster thermidor. Booze, heroin and cocaine 
abounded; friendships frayed. So much 
for the natural law of trees. Walled in by 
wealth and a court of sycophants, Grossman 
embodied the distance between the bucolic 
ideal and the tainted reality.

Hoskyns’s obvious fondness for Wood-
stock and the musicians who lived there 
lifts the narrative — he writes movingly 
about broken souls like Karen Dalton and 
Tim Hardin as well as the big names — but 
it has a fundamentally tragic arc: paradise 
lost. I finished it waist-deep in bitterness, 
heartache, artistic decline and death, and 
immediately felt compelled to return to the 
photograph of Dylan in the summer of 1964, 
pecking at his typewriter in the room above 
the Café Espresso, relaxed and happy, 
before the fall.

‘I’m a mermaid, you’re a sailor —  
of course we’re gender fluid.’

Booze, heroin, cocaine abounded; 
friendships frayed. So much for the 

natural law of trees
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Disgusted of X-ville 
Lewis Jones

Eileen
by Ottessa Moshfegh 
Cape, £14.99, pp. 260, 
ISBN 9780224102551

Eileen is an accomplished, disturbing and 
creepily funny first novel by Ottessa Mosh-
fegh, the latest darling of the Paris Review, 
which has published her stories and given 
her a prize. It recalls, half a century later, a 
week in the life of Eileen Dunlop, leading up 
to Christmas 1964.

Her mother, whom she loathed, has died 
some years ago, and at the age of 24 Eileen 
is living in a dreary New England town she 
calls ‘X-ville’ with her father. He’s a dement-
ed, gin-sodden retired cop whom she also 
loathes, and whom she is supposedly look-
ing after, though her care is limited to shout-
ing at him, maintaining his gin supply and  
hiding his shoes to prevent him from ter-
rorising X-ville in his pursuit of imaginary 
‘hoodlums’.

She works as a secretary in the local boys’ 
prison, where she drinks sweet vermouth 
from her locker, devises absurd questions 
for a ‘state questionnaire’ issued to visiting 
mothers (‘Do you believe there is life on 
Mars?’) and lusts after a guard called Randy, 
spending ‘many hours watching his biceps 
flick and pump’ as he turns the pages of his 
comic book. In her spare time she shoplifts 
from the local drugstore, stalks Randy, and 
drinks more vermouth.

Beset by intimations of incest and child-
abuse, Eileen is consumed by disgust at prac-
tically everything around her, though there is 
lyricism in her disgust — at the snotty tissues 
discarded by the visiting mothers, for exam-
ple, ‘marked with lipstick like fat, dead, pink-
tipped carnations’.

Still a virgin, ‘of course’, she is obsessed 
with her ‘poor nether regions’, and is ‘easily 
roused by the grosser habits of the human 
body — toilet business not least of all’; her 
bowel movements are ‘a whole other story’, 
and she does not hesitate to share it. When 
her disgust overwhelms her she has a ‘par-

ticular way’ of calming herself: ‘I found 
an empty room and gritted my teeth and 
pinched my nipples while kicking the air 
like a cancan dancer until I felt foolish and 
ashamed. That always did the trick.’

‘I wasn’t exactly a pleasant person,’ she 
admits, but ‘the loud, rabid inner circuitry’ 
of her mind is strangely compelling, and 
Moshfegh maintains the necessary element 
of sympathy, or at least pity, for her ‘straight-
faced derangement’, and that reliably win-
ning combination of searing self-knowledge 
and utter self-delusion.

On the fourth day of her week Eileen’s 
life is turned upside down by the arrival of 
Rebecca Saint John, who has been hired 
fresh from Harvard as the prison’s direc-
tor of education. Beautiful, glamorous and 
classy, though evidently quite mad, Rebec-
ca provokes in the lonely and ragingly dys-
morphic Eileen a resentment which instantly 
turns into fevered worship. It’s obvious their 
relationship will lead to catastrophe.

Moshfegh’s control of tone and pace is 
masterly, her ventriloquism impeccable, and 
the period detail unobtrusively spot-on. I 
was occasionally reminded of Nabokov and 
Lena Dunham, among others, but her voice 
is her own, and immensely promising.

Sexy self-advertising 
Honor Clerk
Seeing Ourselves:  
Women’s Self-Portraits
by Frances Borzello 
Thames & Hudson, £24.95, pp. 271, 
ISBN 9780500239469

At nearly eight foot high and five foot wide, 
Adélaïde Labille-Guiard’s portrait of herself 
with two of her students is by any reckon-
ing a tour-de-force. Painted in 1785, it shows 
the artist seated at her easel, palette, brush-
es and mahlstick in hand, as though looking 
up briefly before adding to the large canvas 
before her. Seated on a gilt and green vel-
vet chair, she is dressed in a pale blue satin 
décolleté dress and a straw hat decorated 
with ribbons and ostrich feathers. Her two 
female pupils stand behind her, one gazing 
in admiration at the work in progress, the 
other looking out of the painting, level-eyed 
and sober. 

It is a complex and entirely successful 
composition on a grand scale: its rhythms 
convince, its sitters engage with each other 
and with the viewer, the quality of the paint-

ter’s struggle to define herself, Levy draws 
attention to the mythic in all of us. She shows 
us that myths are not so much the stories we 
inherit as they are what we decide to make 
from them. So we can pick and choose our 
goddesses and gorgons, elect to be Electra 
or Medusa, borrow an action from Athena 
and a word from Aphrodite. It is captured in 
the book’s epigraph from Hélène Cixous’s 
feminist text The Laugh of the Medusa: ‘It’s 
up to you to break the old circuits.’ In Hot 
Milk Levy shows us the exquisite difficul-
ty of realising that, in a world of myths, we 
have the freedom to write our own parts.
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ing is superb, the rendering of the satin fabric 
matches the bravura of the flashiest swagger 
portrait. It is in the collection of one of the 
largest museums in one of the most aggres-
sively egalitarian cities in the world, but 
when you click on the website of New York’s 
Metropolitan Museum to see in which room 
this masterpiece hangs, you are confronted 
with three words: Not on View.  

In a sense this is a cheap shot. Museums 
cannot show everything they own and mas-
sive works like Labille-Guiard’s compete 
for wall space with others equally proficient.  
Without its display history it is impossible to 
know how often this painting sees the light 
of day, but it is perhaps not unfair to see it as 
part of a long story of the  lack of acknowl-
edgment of a whole genre. 

That women’s self-portraits constitute 
a genre is a case forcibly argued by Franc-
es Borzello in Seeing Ourselves, the revised 
edition of her book first published in 1998.  
Throughout history the place of women in 
the art world has been shaped by the social 
circumstances of their times and in produc-
ing self-portraits they have had to rise to 
challenges and prejudices from which their 
male counterparts were exempt.  ‘An unex-
pected pleasure,’ Borzello writes, ‘of con-
sidering the self-portraits of the past is the 
information they offer about how it felt to 
be a woman artist in a man’s world.’ In the 
16th century a husband, father or protector 
was essential to ward off charges of loose  
living and the self-portraits from this  
period are predictably contained. 

As time progressed, attitudes changed 
and poses became more relaxed. Judith Ley-
ster in 1633 could portray herself leaning 
back in her chair and making contact with 
the viewer over her shoulder.  By the 1780s 
Elisabeth Vigée-Lebrun was producing sexy 
self-advertisements to show off her skill to 
prospective clients and collectors. The grip 
that the male-dominated art establishment 
had on women’s art education gradually 
slackened during the 19th century and the 
advent of the 20th saw the first of the ‘female 
bohemians’, the heroines, as Borzello puts 
it, of the modern movement. Rapid change 
followed and reached some sort of limit 
with radical feminism in the 1970s, where  
performance art included activities that 
more usually take place behind closed  
bathroom doors.  

Borzello charts this shifting perspective 
with insight and sympathetic intelligence. 
Occasionally she ‘claims’ as self-portraits 
works of doubtful attribution, but argues 
that so many women’s self-portraits are 
lost or misattributed that it’s only fair to 
right the balance. She rounds out the bet-
ter known figures like Sofonisba Anguisso-
la, Lavinia Fontana, Artemisia Gentileschi 
and Angelica Kauffman, and brings to the 
fore some largely unfamiliar names. Hort-
ense Haudebourt-Lescot, a French art-
ist, exhibited more than 100 works at the 
Salon between 1810 and 1840, but nei-
ther she nor Anna Dorothea Therbusch,  
portrait-painter to Frederick II of Prussia, 
tend to make the index in more general sur-
veys of self-portraiture.  

According to the preface, this revised 
edition includes new research, previous-

ly unknown portraits and more reproduc-
tions as well as bringing the subject up to 
date with a discussion of selfies (‘the self- 
portrait democratised’) and the cross- 
fertilisation of art and technology. Seeing 
Ourselves is an essential for anyone interest-
ed in the subject and includes a useful biog-
raphy section at the back. A small quibble 
— to wrap the outside in a peculiarly nasty 
dust jacket of salmon pink seems perverse 
when the inside contains such treasures. 

Facing page: self-portrait at the spinet by Lavinia 
Fontana, 1578. Above, clockwise from top left: 

‘Birthday’ by Dorothea Tanning, 1942;  
and self-portraits by Sabine Lepsius, 1885,  

and Alice Bailey, 1917
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whether MI6 has a high-placed mole in the 
Kremlin or GCHQ intercepted electronic 
communications. Owen offered no explana-
tion for this silence.

The result is that the Russian media have 
had a merry old time dismissing the inquiry 
as a stitch-up. On the day of the verdict, 
the usual London-based suspects criticised 
the absence of overt corroboration. Soon  
the Moscow media — and not just the lick-
spittle TV channels — were making the 
same point. Meanwhile, David Cameron 
and Theresa May announced a small num-
ber of additional sanctions against a few 
Russian leaders. Just as the inquiry sprang 
into life at a moment of tension between 
Moscow and Westminster, so now the Brit-
ish government aims to avoid annoying 
Putin while he is offering a degree of co-
operation in Syria.

Marina Litvinenko worked with grace 
and determination to obtain justice for her 
late husband, and the public inquiry has 
put several shots at goal past Alexander’s  
killers. But the suspicion arises that the 
British judicial system, by its secretiveness, 
has nudged the ball into the back of its  
own net.

supported Marina Litvinenko against Putin 
and campaigned for the need for the UK 
authorities to handle Russian affairs more 
robustly.

Owen’s report in January this year caused 
surprise to those gathered in Court 73, as 
few had expected him to be so bold as to 
name Putin as having ‘probably’ been the 
man who set the criminal enterprise in 
motion. And what an enterprise it was. The 
polonium affair had been only the last of 
several attempts to murder Litvinenko. 
Working for the wealthy Russian exile 
Boris Berezovsky, Litvinenko had repeat-
edly denounced Putin for complicity in a 
gamut of illegality. In 2005 he even accused 
him, wildly, of being a pederast. If there 
was anyone who made himself a target for 
an FSB operation, it was Litvinenko.

Harding’s account makes one see Lugo-
voi and Kovtun as the Laurel and Hardy 
of intelligence work. Their clumsy perfor-
mance is almost beyond belief. But there is 
also another way of looking at their behav-
iour. Could it be that the FSB feels such 
contempt for its own agents that it failed 
to tell the pair of them about the chemical 
nature of the poison? One wonders how 
much polonium-210 entered their bodies. 
Lugovoi is nowadays feted in Moscow as a 
Duma deputy and TV chat-show guest. But 
surely in the dead of night he must won-
der whether he made the right choice of 
employer.

Robert Owen stressed that he relied on 
closed evidence when arriving at his conclu-
sions. The problem with this is that he pro-
vided no clue as to what he learned from the 
anonymous witnesses. We are left guessing 

Murder most foul 
Robert Service
A Very Expensive Poison:  
The Definitive Story of the  
Murder of Livinenko and  
Russia’s War with the West
by Luke Harding 
Guardian/ Faber, £12.99, pp. 432, 
ISBN 9781783350933

On 1 November 2006 Alexander Litvinen-
ko, ex-KGB officer and by then a British 
citizen, met two of his former colleagues, 
Andrei Lugovoi and Dmitri Kovtun, in May-
fair and drank a cup of tea with them. What 
happened next must count as the century’s 
most gruesome crime so far. The tea taken 
by Litvinenko was laced with a dose of polo-
nium-210 and he died in agony in UCH sev-
eral days later. The radioactive substance 
was detected on a belated hunch of a bril-
liant forensic scientist. The suspects, Lugovoi 
and Kovtun, had already left Britain, and the 
Metropolitan Police found polonium depos-
its at nearly every hotel and shop that they 
had visited.

Litvinenko’s widow Marina told the 
world that her husband was the victim of 
an assassination masterminded by none 
other than President Putin and his FSB.   
The Home Office at the time was reluctant 
to disturb diplomatic relations with Russia 
and withheld cooperation from the inquest 
led by Judge Robert Owen.

The political situation changed in early 
2014, when Putin annexed Crimea and 
the United Kingdom and other western  
powers applied economic sanctions. The 
Home Secretary, Theresa May, announced 
permission for a public inquiry and 
brought Owen back from retirement to 
head it. Over several months the inquiry 
laboriously took its evidence in open and 
closed proceedings. Lugovoi and Kovtun 
obstructed progress by refusing to submit 
to oral examination.    

The inquiry was a multidisciplinary pro-
cess that tested the wits of everyone pre-
sent as researchers in disparate arcane 
fields strove to make their findings intel-
ligible to non-specialists. As someone who 
gave written and oral evidence, I can testi-
fy to the judge’s scrupulousness in helping  
witnesses through the cross-examina-
tion when the questions from the lawyers 
seemed inappropriate or unhelpful.

In A Very Expensive Poison, the Guard-
ian journalist Luke Harding gives a superb 
exposition of the cast of people — FSB 
agents, MI6 informers, international money 
launderers, atomic scientists, hospital doc-
tors, academics and London police officers 
— who were involved in the inquiry. As a 
former Moscow correspondent, he is well-
placed to sketch the political and criminal 
background to the case. He has consistently 

Diced heart and  
a full-bodied red 
Ian Thomson

A Woman Much Missed
by Valerio Varesi,  
translated by Joseph Farrell 
MacLehose Press, £14.99, pp. 270, 
ISBN 9780857053459

Valerio Varesi, the Turin-born crime writer, 
displays a typically Italian interest (I would 
say) in conspiracy theory. The Italian term 
dietrologia, which translates, not very hap-
pily, as ‘behindology’, presumes that shad-
owy consortia are everywhere manipulating 
political scandals. A Woman Much Missed, 
the fourth of the excellent Commissario 
Soneri thrillers to be translated into English, 
unfolds in present-day Parma amid rumours 
of Mafioso-style machinations. 

As always, Varesi’s lugubrious, cigar-
puffing detective Soneri retains a degree 
of disabused integrity and is a trencher-
man, moreover, as he seeks out only the best  
buffalo-milk mozzarella and bottles of 
Bonarda red. Under it all, though, lies a 
deepening corruption, where justice may 
not prevail. In vivid prose the author evokes 
a sinister, fog-bound Parma of dripping  
gutters, dank back alleys and out-at-elbow 
pizza parlours. 

An elderly guesthouse owner, Ghitta 
Tagliavini, has had her heart removed and 
diced with a pork-butcher’s knife. Why? On 
the blood-puddled floor the murder victim 

Marina Litvinenko: a tireless campaigner  
for justice for her late husband

GETTY IMAGES
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Worshipping the sun 
Pippa Goldschmidt

15 Million Degrees:  
A Journey to the Centre of the Sun
by Lucie Green
Viking, £18.99, pp. 304 
ISBN 9780670922185

The Sun is a star that many astronomers 
assume is only worth studying because 
of its averageness; it’s middle-aged and  
middle-sized. Its convenient proximity to 
us means it can act as a testbed for physics 
research. But we’re too well-schooled in the  
Copernican principle to view it as ‘special’ in 
any way.

In contrast, Lucie Green’s huge enthusi-
asm for the Sun is apparent throughout her 
book. Her purpose is to convey the current 
state of knowledge about our neighbour-
hood star, and the story proper starts with 
sunspots. As a result of the invention of the 
telescope at the beginning of the 17th cen-
tury, Galileo, and other early adopters of 
this technology, were able to observe dark 
patches on the surface of the Sun appearing 
and disappearing on timescales of just a few 
weeks. These apparent changeable ‘flaws’ on 

the Sun argued against the Church’s teaching 
that heavenly objects were both immutable 
and perfect, and thus inherently different to 
the Earth, helping to pave the way for the 
Copernican revolution.

We now know that sunspots are caused 
by variations in the Sun’s magnetic field. And 
it is this field which is the subject of Green’s 
professional research. The Sun is the only 
star to have its magnetic field so compre-
hensively studied, and Green explains how 
it’s responsible for many observed features; 
sunspots, solar flares, and the genuinely awe-
some coronal mass ejections during which 
billions of tons of material are expelled from 
the Sun’s outer atmosphere. 

Green starts her story by explaining the 
nuclear fusion process in the Sun’s core 
that generates the light we see. This pro-
cess also emits neutrinos — ghostly parti-
cles initially conjectured solely in order to 
ensure that energy is conserved during cer-
tain nuclear processes, a ‘balancing of the 
books’. Neutrinos often seem like an after-
thought — they are only briefly covered 
in Green’s book — and yet they caused a 
crisis in physics in the 1970s when detec-
tions revealed that the Sun appeared to 
emit just one third of the predicted num-
ber. This discrepancy between theory and 
observation lasted nearly 40 years and was 
only solved when people worked out how 
neutrinos could oscillate between differ-
ent types, work for which last year’s Nobel 
Prize in physics was awarded.

One beautifully serendipitous fact — 
that the Sun is the same angular size as 
the Moon when viewed from Earth even 
though their actual sizes are so very dif-
ferent — has been put to good use dur-
ing solar eclipses, allowing us to see the 
corona, a tenuous aura that extends out 
for thousands of kilometres from the nor-
mally visible edge of the Sun. (The same 
phenomenon also allowed another test 
of fundamental physics: during the solar 
eclipse of 1919, the bending of distant star-
light by the Sun was observed as predicted 
by Einstein’s general theory of relativity.)

Green explains how this corona is respon-
sible for one of the greatest mysteries still to 
be solved in solar physics. As light is gener-
ated in the core and moves (very slowly) to 
the surface it dissipates energy, so the surface 
is cooler than the core. So far, so expected. 
But bafflingly, the corona — which is further 

out than the surface — is also much hotter. 
There are two competing theories for this: 
it’s either due to the magnetic fields being 
twisted and rearranged by the variable rota-
tion of the Sun, or due to as-yet-undetected 
waves transmitting energy from the interior. 

The book ends with a discussion of the 
Sun’s influence upon our climate, with Green 
scorning the widely reported claim that the 
Little Ice Age was due to a then-cooler Sun. 
It’s clear that the Sun’s variability at vis-
ible wavelengths isn’t large enough to cause 
global temperature changes on Earth, but 
she summarises intriguing work linking its 
output at ultraviolet and X-ray energies to 
regional variability in winter weather. Green 
is persuasive in her argument that we would 
do well to study the Sun in order to better 
understand our own climate.

There is so much material packed into 
this book that it feels a little rushed, par-
ticularly in the earlier chapters, but there’s a 
vitality to Green’s writing which stems from 
the fact that she’s writing about her research 
area, and she’s able to convey her passion for 
her work to us.

Neighbours and strangers 
Elisa Segrave

How to Measure a Cow
by Margaret Forster 
Chatto & Windus, £16.99, pp. 209,  
ISBN 9781784740665

Margaret Forster, who died on 8 February, 
excelled at writing about complex relation-
ships between women. Even old friends, she 
demonstrated, can experience jealousy, dis-
approval or dislike. 

Here, ‘Sarah’ has changed her name to 
live incognito on the west coast of Cumbria, 
in a town chosen at random. When she gets 
locked out of her house, a bond is formed 
between her and her elderly neighbour 
Nancy  — whose deceased friend Amy once 
owned Sarah’s rental and left Nancy a key.  

Although Sarah is ostensibly the one 
with ‘a past’ (prison), it was Nancy whom 
I found most interesting. She first appears 
as a typical busybody, spying from her win-
dow, curmudgeonly and suspicious, particu-
larly about ‘Amy’s lad’ who inherited ‘next 
door’.  After Amy’s funeral, Nancy had been 
enraged by his leaving a pot plant on her 
doorstep: ‘for the help given to our beloved 
sister and aunt’. ‘Beloved!…. Not given to 
her, properly... only a chrysanthemum.’

Nancy prides herself on seeing things 
plainly, whereas Sarah can embroider. Why 
was she locked up for ten years? Her three 
old schoolfriends in the south dropped her 
after she was sentenced. Claire, one of those 
capable women who wants to do the right 
thing, invites her to a reunion. Undecided, 
resentful, Sarah keeps her head down in a 

lies with her eyes wide open. She may or 
may not have been involved in Italy’s kick-
back and bribery culture, known as la bus-
tarella, ‘the little envelope’. In the course of 
his sleuthing, Soneri finds that the Pensione  
Tagliavini had served as a brothel for a varie-
ty of gangland cuties and their associates. Not 
one shred of forensic evidence — no fibres, 
no fingerprints — is initially found to impli-
cate any of them in the murder. Instead, the 
clues remain stubbornly confused, as they so 
often do in Italian detective novels, or gialli 
(so called because of their canary-coloured 
dust-jackets). 

Commissario Soneri, who is distinguished 
by his annoying Verdi opera ringtone, is a 
composite drawn from Varesi’s impressive-
ly wide reading of gialli. In his mournful yet 
dignified presence one can find traces of  
Wilkie Collins’s Sergeant Cuff (the enthusias-
tic cultivator of wild roses in The Moonstone), 
as well as Simenon’s dogged, Calvados- 
imbibing Maigret, who is likewise given 
to bouts of luxurious eating (‘half a wild  
rabbit in sweet-and-sour sauce’) combined 
with morose cogitations on man’s corrupt-
ibility.

The thriller, expertly translated by the 
Glasgow-based italianista Joseph Farrell, 
serves as a corrective, among other things, 
to those ghastly ‘Toujours Tuscany’ travel 
memoirs with their overtures to Florentine 
sunsets and village pasta-making. Varesi, 57, 
compellingly reveals an authentic darkness 
at the heart of modern Italy. Little envelope? 
What little envelope?
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Sins of omission 
Caroline Moore

A Girl in Exile
by Ismail Kadare,  
translated by John Hodgson 
Harvill Secker, £16.99, pp. 186, 
ISBN 9781846558467

My last review for The Spectator was of 
Julian Barnes’s biographical novel about 
Shostakovitch. A Girl in Exile also depicts 
the life of an artist favoured by a brutally 
oppressive regime, this time written by one 
who was there. Ismail Kadare survived the 
rule of that isolationist tyrant Enver Hoxha.

In some quarters, Kadare has been 
criticised for surviving. Like Shostoko-
vitch, indeed, he has been accused of col-
laborating with the regime within which 
he worked, joining the party and accepting 
public appointments. It is not the business 
of a book review to enter into such argu-
ments; but some of the criticisms, made by 
armchair freedom fighters insisting that 
others should stand up for uncompromis-
ing heroism, are obviously, cruelly and 
merely naive. 

Kadare’s fiction evades ideologies, escap-
ing into richer realms of the past, of myth, 
folklore and dystopian fantasy. At their 
best, his works are certainly subversive; but  
they cannot be pigeonholed, even into that 
worthy category.

I have raised the shabby spectre of com-
plicity only because it is relevant to this 
book, which is haunted by absences and 
sins of omission. A Girl in Exile is not set 
in some remote, imagined time or place, but 
in the recent past, in the last years of Hox-
ha’s regime; for some readers the deliberate  
narrowing of imaginative scope will be  
disappointing. 

The protagonist, Rudian Stefa, is a suc-
cessful Albanian playwright, protected to 
some extent by his fame — though of course 

he is never sure how far. He is not a sym-
pathetic character; nor is he intended to be. 
When the novel opens, he has been sum-
moned ‘without explanation’ to the party 
committee building: he does not know 
whether he has been called in for violating 
the rules of social realism in his latest play, 
which features a ghost in Act II, or because 
he has been denounced by his mistress, 
whom he recently assaulted, slamming her 
head against a bookcase.

This is a long way from the Hollywood 
ideas of ‘love under surveillance’ suggested 
by the blurb, especially as it rapidly becomes 
clear that he barely knows this girl, Migena, 
who has now disappeared. She is a literary 
groupie, exploited as the enviable perqui-
site of fame; he can barely remember her 
‘palpable form’. She is a dim blur of breasts, 
hair and constant apologetic tears. He has, 
in fact, another long-term girlfriend, whom 
he ‘would have married that summer if she 
had not gone to Austria on a four-month 
internship’.

As it turns out, he has not been sum-
moned to discuss Migena but another, even 
more shadowy girl, whom he has never 
met at all: Linda B, a friend of Migena’s for 
whom he once signed a copy of a book, who 
has now been found dead.

Someone, somewhere, will doubtless be 

writing a review accusing Kadare of misog-
yny.  (It is a grim irony that Hoxha is praised 
by apologists for championing the rights of 
women.) It is true that abused girls abound 
in Kadare’s fiction; but he is certainly not 
condoning Rudian’s behaviour. His short-
comings — to use no stronger term — are 
made explicit as his artistic muse fails him:

So there it is, he thought, finding himself back 
at his desk and staring at the blank pages in 
panic. You are a bit of a bully. It was Migena 
who had first said this to him, immediately 
after making love, qualifying what she said 
with a thousand apologies: excuse me, let me 
tell you something, don’t take it the wrong 
way, but on the contrary, in all kindness, etc.

Migena of course could be accused of being 
‘complicit’; but then of course complicity is 
at the core of an abusive relationship.

There are, indeed, disturbing resem-
blances between the playwright and the 
Leader. Towards the end of the novel, 
they disintegrate in parallel. Rudian faces 
creative sterility and madness; the Lead-
er is shown with the first signs of cerebral 
ischemia. He ‘eyes’ the young bride of a 
newly appointed chief of staff ‘with great 
curiosity’; but even as he defends ‘crazy’ 
writers, this gaze of libidinous entitle-
ment becomes odder. ‘The Leader’s right 
eye…seemed larger, velvety, with the glint  
of a tear.’

‘Five years later’ (surely it should be 
six?), when the statue of the Leader in 
Skanderberg Square is pulled down, ‘the 
right eye of the bronze figure — huge, black 
and unnatural — seemed to be weeping.’ 
The empty madness of a dilated pupil lives 
on; the legacy of Hoxha does not end with 
his death.

This is a brilliantly disturbing image. 
Kadare’s themes are often explored through 
images and myths. In this novel, however, 
these are not always embodied in the narra-
tive, and feel somewhat extraneous: Rudian 
merely muses on the underworld myths of 
Orpheus, and on the copper mines of Alba-
nia, where he is attempting, and failing, to 
set a new play. This lessens their impact: the 
richly fluid and inclusive realms of image 
and myth thin and curdle into metaphor 
and allegory. The trucks trundling up from 
the depths of the mine, laden with black 
ore but containing an occasional spark of  
gold, become a rather obvious simile for 
creativity.

Even so, these subterranean metaphors 
are intriguingly ambiguous. Orpheus is a 
profoundly disturbing myth about art and 
memory: if he had not looked back, and 
never again looked directly at Eurydice, in 
what way would he have recovered her?

Paradoxically, one loss that Kadare 
is struggling with may be the loss of his 
greatest enemy. Under Hoxha’s regime, 
Kadare’s fiction was forced to glance only 
indirectly at the truth. Suggestions lurking 

mundane job, despite her chemistry degree.  
Forster shows the women’s interactions. 

Claire and the others recall Sarah confid-
ing secrets, and making each confidante 
feel favoured. But even during the friends’ 
apparently frank discussions about Sarah’s 
infancy and brief marriage, they still with-
hold certain facts from one another. This is 
so true to life. 

Meanwhile, Nancy, widowed, childless 
and alone, despite visits to a pensioners’ 
club, fights against her own kindness. When 
Sarah apologises to her in a café for ‘being 
full of lies’, she backs off. ‘Nancy shuddered. 
Always a mistake, letting someone confess 
to you.’ But when she spills her soup, Sarah 
is touched by Nancy’s comforting words: 
‘Don’t fret!’ 

And Nancy herself lets her guard down 
when Sarah, on a car trip, asks what was 
there before ‘that scary building’ (Sellafield).  

‘Farms,’ Nancy said, and then, in a rush of 
speech which was out of her mouth before she 
thought better of it, ‘our farm was one of them. 
Compulsory purchase, they said. My dad went 
mad, but it was no good. Lost all his cows.’ 

Her father had taught her how to measure 
a cow.  

Nancy, whom the reader initially dislikes, 
emerges as strong and gallant. Sarah, initial-
ly sympathetic, is a conundrum — to herself, 
her friends and perhaps even her creator. 
Forster’s skill is to show how very differ-
ent characters shift and develop according 
to what life throws at them. Some never get 
over their past.

Paradoxically, one loss that Kadare is 
struggling with may be the loss of his 

greatest enemy — Enver Hoxha

‘...the butcher (who’s now an estate 
 agent), the baker (now a charity shop),  

the candlestick-maker (ditto)...’
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Following the followers 
Richard Beard

Apostle: Travels Among  
the Tombs of the Twelve
by Tom Bissell 
Faber, £20, pp. 407, 
ISBN 9780571234745

In his new book Apostle Tom Bissell has an 
advantage over writers who go looking for 
Jesus: he can start with human remains. His 
frame for this uneven combination of travel 
and Church history is a series of trips to the 
alleged tombs of the apostles. 

To flesh out 13 ghosts (the 12 disciples 
and Paul) Bissell mines the gospels, the work 
of Church historians both early and late, and 
the Apocrypha. ‘Without the Apocrypha,’ 
he admits, ‘the 12 apostles would seem even 
more irrevocably distant.’ 

The former disciples of Jesus are an  
elusive bunch. Destroyed or partial texts 
throw up discrepancies and cases of con-
tested identity, equivocal traditions set in 
unspecified places and fanciful pasts invent-
ed by unreliable chroniclers. The apostle sto-
ries that survive are opaque, mysterious and 
compromised.

Which turns out to be less fun than it 
sounds. Bissell doesn’t like the Apocrypha 
— ‘sloppy, repetitive, frequently boring’ — 
and is forever worrying at the joins (where 
visible, which is nearly always) between 
‘actual Christian history and drowsily vel-
vet curtains of legend’. There isn’t much 
factual meat on these particular bones, and 
the historical soup can taste thin. This is a 
shame, because Bissell is surely correct in 
his claim that Christianity remains ‘deeply 

and resonantly interesting’, both culturally 
and for many of us (including Bissell him-
self) personally. He points out in his author’s 
note that he’s approaching this material  
as a lapsed Catholic and a theological non-
specialist. 

This ought to work as a recommenda-
tion, especially in a field where special-
ists so expertly block out the light. As an  
outsider Bissell, author of a previous book 
about computer games, might have been 
expected to find a refreshingly accessible 
perspective on the apostles of Jesus and 

early Church history. Alas, the history and 
theology of early Christianity have little to 
do with these slippery followers of Jesus, as 
the book freely admits. The exception here is 
Paul, who certainly does influence the devel-
opment of Christianity, and whose letter to 
the Romans Bissell calls ‘one of western civi-
lisation’s central documents’. 

Theologically Paul is so influential his 
chapter in Apostle has no room for any trav-
el. Another chapter (of the 12) pushes aside 
an apostle and is devoted to Christology. 
Apostle dips its toe into New Testament the-
ology, then falls right in. 

Textual discrepancies between the gos-
pels are revisited in detail. Footnotes prop 
up the pages and the bibliography is exten-

sive, impressive and, well, specialist. 
Instead of navigating the scholar-
ship Bissell seems determined to 
fit it all in: surveys of the literature, 
variations in the Orthodox church-
es, Hellenism, the languages of 
India, the Syriac Church, hyposta-
sis and homoiousios.

Any readers who don’t already 
know their Origen from their Euse-
bius may wonder where to look. 
Bissell knows he gets lost — at one 
point he starts a paragraph ‘For 
those of you at home’, before yet 
another digression, this time about 
Melchizedek (a king who appears 
in Genesis and the Psalms). I had 
been hoping not to be at home, 
trapped in layers of detail, but 
transported by the excitement of 
the apostles and Bissell’s travels to 
find them.

The travel aspect of the book 
promises some relief, but as a 
travel writer Bissell’s method 
is also dependent on research. 
Apostle adds information about 
Bernini’s Roman friends, pro-
vides the history of the 2005 Kyr-
gyz Tulip Revolution, and the  
geology of an individual lake. No 
book could stand this weight. That’s 

what the internet is for.
Bissell’s literal journey never really gets 

started: Jerusalem is ‘disappointing’ and in St 
Peter’s Square it rains. He gets sick in Chen-
nai and indignant if he can’t use his Visa card. 
His contemporary travel adventures always 
seem secondary to ancient questions and 
confusions, and the research gradually bur-
ies an otherwise eloquent travel writer. Bis-
sell nails Russian stoicism in Kyrgyzstan by 
describing a woman who looks as if she’s 
‘spent a large portion of her life being cold 
indoors’. My personal favourite is the com-
forting homeliness of Saint Sernin’s Basilica 
in Toulouse, like a ‘brick cassoulet’. 

Much of this material glints brightly, 
slightly out of reach. Bissell wants to seize 
on everything, from biblical exposition to 
the monks of Mount Athos, who forbid even 
female animals entry — but neither the place 
nor the idea is explored. Apostle contains too 
much, and too little. 

The German theologian Rudolf Bult-
mann famously declared the impossi-
bility of discovering the historical Jesus.  
Imagine the difficulty, then, of going in 
search of those vaguer characters from the 
New Testament, the apostles.

In the absence of historical fact,  
Apostle never quite decides how best to illu-
minate uncertainty beyond observing that 
the myths and legends are slightly ridiculous. 
In the very last line, Bissell reaches the con-
clusion that stories can be as worthy of atten-
tion as any long-lost truth. The reader may 
have got there before him.

in the penumbra of the imagination, things 
glimpsed out of the corner of one’s eye, can 
be powerfully evocative. Now Hoxha is 
himself history, and there is nothing to pre-
vent a direct, backward glance.

Except, of course, that the clarity of 
hindsight is always a falsification, untrue 
to the murky subterranean complications 
of human life, where ‘guilt and innocence’, 
even ‘kindness and cruelty are still undif-
ferentiated’. A Girl in Exile is partly about 
those things that can never be recovered —
the girl that was never met, the book that 
was never written, the love never found. 

I suspect that a great many readers will 
be frustrated by this book, since it revolves 
around a relationship that barely exists, a 
mystery that is not a murder, and a descrip-
tion of a repressive regime that barely 
glances at the depth of its horrors.  But 
even if it does not satisfy our expectations, 
it is profoundly intriguing — not least in the 
suggestion of the deep imaginative complic-
ity with one’s subject matter that is needed 
by every true writer.

Any reader s who don’t already  
know their Origen from their 

Eusebius may wonder where to look

St Paul (detail)  by the Byzantine Master, 
St Sophia Cathedral, Kiev

GETTY IMAGES
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A feature film about priests who abuse 
children is being released on 25 
March. Which happens to be Good 

Friday.
Geddit? The sacrifice of the innocents. A 

conspiracy of religious hierarchs. Hand-wash-
ing by the secular authorities. I’m sure I can 
think of some more analogies if you give me 
time, but that’s enough to be going on with. 
Enough, certainly, for the distributors to boast 
that the movie is ‘controversially slated to be 
released on Easter [sic] Good Friday’. 

As publicity stunts go, this isn’t subtle. 
But the film is. The Club, directed by the 
Chilean Pablo Larraín, sets out to perplex 
us from the first frame until the last.

It’s one of the finest films I’ve seen for 
years: a masterpiece of ambiguity that dares 
to suggest that the abuse of children by 
priests, though always morally repugnant, 
is psychologically and socially complex. If it 
wasn’t, the Church would have found a way 
to extinguish this fire long ago. As it is, noth-
ing seems to work. 

The Club takes us to the ends of the 
earth: a desolate fishing village in Chile 
where four disgraced priests live in ‘a house 
of repentment’, as the subtitles put it, where 
both ‘self-flagellant activity’ and ‘self-inflict-
ed pleasure’ are banned. They are watched 
over by Sister Monica (Antonia Zegers, the 
director’s wife), a youngish nun who is aton-
ing for her own sins.

We see her kneeling, as if in prayer, then 
realise that she’s helping an old priest vacate 

his bowels. He can barely speak, presumably 
the victim of a stroke, but we can’t work out 
whether he’s senile or indeed guilty of any-
thing: he just pitched up at the house dec-
ades earlier. 

Arguably there was a time when these 
retreat houses served some sort of purpose. 
They don’t work now that people know 
about paedophile priests. 

The household disintegrates in the first 
minutes of the film. A fifth priest called 
Father Garcia (Marcelo Alonso) arrives, 
pursued by a drifter called Sandokan (Rob-
erto Farías) who stands outside the house 
and shouts details — more explicit than you 
can imagine, unless you have a truly filthy 
mind — of the sex acts this priest performed 
on him.

Sandokan gets a job in the village and 
hooks up with a local woman who reels back 
in disgust when she realises that he wants 
her to do what Father Garcia once did to 
him. Because, despite everything, Sandokan 
loved his abuser. 

The plot of The Club is nasty in places, 
but the people and the landscape are so cor-
roded by the elements that the viewer just 
shrugs: the suicide of a priest is less shocking 
than the killing of two greyhounds.

And nothing we see is quite so unset-
tling as the possibility that the priests and 
their guardian are still capable of holiness. It 
would help if we knew exactly what they’d 
done, but they’re not saying and neither is 
Larraín. 

This is where The Club is uncomfortably 
true to life and other films about sex abuse 
by priests aren’t. Perhaps that’s why it wasn’t 
even nominated for a foreign-language 
Oscar while Best Picture went, absurdly, to 
Spotlight, based on the Boston Globe’s dev-
astating exposure of the nurture of paedo-
philes by the city’s archdiocese. 

That investigation was a fine piece of 
work. It deserved better than Spotlight’s 
awful screenplay, in which reporters spent 
most of their time running between libraries 
and lawyers’ offices, pausing only for ritual 
expressions of watercooler irony.

This was Hollywood’s first big film 
about the Catholic abuse crisis, yet it gave 
us no more than a glimpse of the perpetra-
tors. Given that the latter have cost the US 
Church $3 billion and unpicked some of 
the oldest fabric of American society, you’d 
hope for at least one convincing portrayal of 
an abuser priest. 

Has any English-language drama risen to 
that challenge? In Doubt (2008), Philip Sey-
mour Hoffman plays Father Flynn, a twin-
kly-eyed school chaplain in the Bronx who 
is driven out by the ferocious headmistress, 
Sister Aloysius (Meryl Streep). It’s a clever 
film based on a stage play by the director, 
John Patrick Shanley. The year is 1964. The 
sporty, mischievous priest sniffs a wind of 
change in the Church and likes it; the bat-
tleaxe nun is stuck in the past. Yet she’s the 
one who rescues the boys whom Flynn gets 
drunk on altar wine before seducing them.

ARTS

Sins of the fathers
Damian Thompson admires a Chilean film about paedophile priests which, unlike Spotlight,  

dares to explore social and psychological complexities



brothers accused of sexual wrongdoing fit 
into this mould.

I’ve never met a textbook paedophile 
like Father Flynn, though I don’t deny they 
exist. But I have met gay priests who were 
sex pests after a few drinks; priests who 
were removed from their parishes after his-
toric complaints, then brought back with a 
clean bill of health but no-smoke-without-

fire muttering in the pews; priests accused 
of crimes but neither tried nor rehabilitat-
ed; priests caught with huge stashes of gay 
porn who, if they hadn’t been leering over it, 
might have been abusing children.

Who is guilty of what? Even if we knew, 
the narratives are too messy to attract fund-
ing for a big-budget feature film. There are 
no Oscars in paedophile ‘grey areas’.

And that suits the Catholic Church. It’s 
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The Club is uncomfortably true 
to life – other films about sex abuse  

by priests aren’t

That’s not so much of a paradox as you 
might think. Some of the worst monsters 
uncovered by the Globe were ‘go-ahead’ 
clergy for whom ‘the spirit of Vatican II’ 
encompassed camping trips with pretty boys. 
That’s not a theme stressed by Spotlight, 
which never explains why the ultra-con-
servative Cardinal Law of Boston sheltered 
hippy villains. Nor is it acknowledged in 
documentaries such as HBO’s Mea Maxima 
Culpa, which wheels on left-wing commen-
tators to settle scores with the conservative 
Vatican.

Doubt doesn’t fall into that trap. We 
know that Flynn’s relaxed gospel is tangled 
up with his malignant desires. But that is as 
far as we can get. The mask, if there is one, 
is never peeled back. The priest’s charm is 
impenetrable, even when he is telling Sister 
Aloysius how guilty and conflicted he feels.

That charm is the hallmark of the con-
veyor-belt abuser, and it will never be better 
portrayed than by the much-missed Hoff-
man. The problem is that not all priests or 

tired of investigating borderline cases and 
so terrified of the media that innocent cler-
gy falsely accused by compensation-hunters 
are left to swing in the wind. The hierarchy 
would rather deal with monsters, many of 
whom are conveniently dead.

Hence the Vatican’s endorsement of 
Spotlight: Catholics have been positively 
encouraged to go and see the film. But The 
Club has received no such imprimatur. Sex 
abuse in Chile is the last topic it wants dis-
cussed right now. Last year Pope Francis 
appointed Juan de la Cruz Barros, a bishop 
accused of the concealment of gruesome 
paedophile crimes, to the southern diocese 
of Osorno; he’s also set up a tribunal to look 
into episcopal cover-ups but inexplicably 
failed to appoint anyone to it. But, hey, he’s 
a ‘reforming’ pope with ‘enlightened’ views 
on climate change. So Hollywood will leave 
him alone. 

The Club (18, key cities) is released on 25 
March.

Sandokan (Roberto Farías) in ‘The Club’, a masterpiece of ambiguity
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Exhibitions 
The counterfeiters 
Martin Gayford

Performing for the Camera
Tate Modern, until 12 June

Paul Strand: Photography and Film 
for the 20th Century
Victoria and Albert Museum, until 3 July

Avendon Warhol
Gagosian Gallery, until 23 April

One day, in the autumn of 1960, a young 
Frenchman launched himself off a garden 
wall in a suburban street to the south of 
Paris. He jumped in an unusual away; not 
as if he expected to land, feet first on the 
pavement below, nor even as if he were div-
ing into water, but arms outstretched, back 
arched, apparently taking off into the air 
above. The result was Yves Klein’s ‘Le Saut 
dans le vide’ (Leap into the Void), which 
opens the exhibition Performing for the 
Camera at Tate Modern. 

Beside the finished product — a photo-

montage — are two other images that togeth-
er explain how it was done. One shows the 
same quiet stretch of road, completely empty 
except for a solitary cyclist passing by like an 
extra in a Maigret dramatisation. The other 
shows the flying artist behaving in that appar-
ently impractical fashion, but with, instead of 
a hard landing, five man holding a tarpaulin 
underneath him. So this is a trick, a fake — or, 
to put it another way, a work of art.

The distinction is, after all, a bit hazy. We 
all presume that Caravaggio, for example, did 
not actually see a young man sprouting wings 
fluttering in the air and whispering words of 
divine inspiration into the ear of St Matthew. 
On the other hand, if photographers present 
us with images of events that did not occur 
— or would not have happened had the pho-
tographers not arranged for them to do so — 
they may be greeted with muttered criticisms 
such as ‘staged’. 

Klein brilliantly exploited this zone of 
ambiguity. Is his leap a performance, a joke, 
a metaphor or a philosophical observa-
tion about the nature of art? Probably, the 
answer is: all of those. It is certainly, unusu-
ally for a photograph, so memorable that the 
whole picture pops into mind, like a slide, if 
you close your eyes.

In this respect, ‘Leap into the Void’ is 
highly unrepresentative of Performing for 
the Camera. In aggregate, the exhibition is 
wearyingly enormous and bemusingly dull, 
full of large white rooms stuffed with small 
black, grey and white snaps of subjects 
such as naked hippies having a happening 
in New York in the Sixties or people doing 
something obscurely conceptual involving 

traffic in Tokyo around the same time. In 
other words, here is a prime example of 
curatorial overkill: an exhibition that is far 
too large for its subject.

It does, however, make some interesting 
points. One is that a great deal of art — and 
photography — is staged or, if you prefer, 
‘faked’, and always has been. A Rembrandt 
self-portrait is a carefully conceived presen-
tation of the artist, and so, too, is — among 
many such artist’s selfies on display — Mar-
cel Duchamp in drag as his female alter ego 
Rrose Sélavy or Joseph Beuys explaining 
art to a dead hare. The same is true of many 
images that are often placed in the history 
of ‘photography’ rather than ‘art’, such as 

This is a trick, a fake – or, to put it 
another way, a work of art
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‘Wall Street, New York’, 1915, by Paul Strand
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Theatre 
Nuclear waste 
Lloyd Evans

Miss Atomic Bomb
St James’s Theatre, until 9 April

Easter 1916
Pentameters

Miss Atomic Bomb celebrates the sub-
culture that grew up around nuclear tests 
in 1950s America. The citizens of Nevada 
would throw parties and stage barbecues 
to coincide with the latest nuclear deto-
nation in the desert. This musical has a lot 
going for it. The melodies are strong, and 
well sung. The high-kicking chorus lines are 
easy on the eye and the show has a zippy, 
innocent spirit. But the storyline gets side-
tracked in a mass of contradictory direc-
tions. The main theme follows a homesick 
farm girl who becomes involved with a run-
away soldier whose brother runs a Vegas 
nightclub where a beauty contest is being 
held that the farm girl hopes to win. Other 
meandering subplots concern a hunt for a 
spy, a gang of psychotic mobsters and the 
disappearance of a stand-up comic whose 
hair keeps falling out.

The show’s star, Catherine Tate, has 
taken a minor role that conspicuously fails 
to capitalise on her gifts. Tate is a virtuoso 
caricaturist who specialises in distortions 
of accent, speech and costume. She can do 
anything from a lesbian countess to a home-
less Rada graduate or a Nobel prize-winning 
Scouser. But her inspiration is Britain and 
the teeming plenitude of our social layers 
and disparate regions. Her character here 
is a generic American redhead with a silly 
name, Myrna Ranapapadophilou, and a 
twangy Southern accent.

Myrna’s motives are ironically light-
hearted. She’s a dressmaker hired by the 
army to adorn human dummies used in the 
nuclear tests. And she has a fake romance 
with a gay hotelier which turns into a mar-
riage of convenience. These details may be 
glibly amusing but they’re fatal to the show 
because they overlook the essence of musi-
cal theatre. Great musicals acquire their 
potency by inviting play-goers to commit 
themselves, at some deep and unspoken 
level, to the destiny of their characters. But 
Myrna is just a winking, sugary dollybird 
with no emotional sincerity and no mission 
to fulfil. She’s less a figure in a musical than 
an idea in the mind of a parodist. And if the 
writers can’t take the characters seriously 
how can anybody else?

The casting of a British star in a show with 
a strong American flavour suggests a yearn-
ing for a West End transfer in the summer. 
But there’s a snag. The show derives much 
of its macabre humour from jokes about 
mushroom clouds and radiation sickness. At 
the end, a spume of light grey flaky stuff set-
tles over the audience from on high: nuclear 
fallout. One atomic mishap anywhere in the 
world and this joke will take on a very dif-
ferent complexion. Investors may not fancy 
a risk like that. And it’s worth noting that 
the show’s creators, like so many aspirants 
in this genre, have broken one of the car-
dinal rules. Base your musical on an exist-
ing novel, play or film with an established 
fan base. Doing otherwise is like entering a 
yacht race without a mast.

The London stage has all but ignored the 
spiritual birth of the Irish republic whose 
centenary is upon us. Playwright John 
Dunne, a Brit of Irish extraction, is well 
placed to study the events with a clear head 
and an even hand. His drama examines the 

impact of the rebellion on the community 
it purported to liberate. The seizure of the 
General Post Office in Sackville Street (now 
O’Connell Street) was plotted by a smat-
tering of outlaws led by James Connolly, 
a Marxist hothead from Scotland, and the  
idealistic youngsters Michael Collins and 
Padraic Pearse.

The play reveals that popular support 
for the rebellion was patchy at best. Dub-
liners in 1916 were British subjects and 
many were happy to affirm their loyalty to 
King and country. A garrulous housewife, 
or ‘shawlie’ in Dublin dialect, mocks the 
rebels as ‘German sympathisers’. She fears 
that the rebellion may cause her to lose her 
‘separation money’ (payments made to the 
families of Irishmen serving in the trench-
es). Many Dubliners used the rebellion as an 
excuse for thieving. We see the manager of 
the Metropole Hotel worrying that thirsty 
anarchists will break into his wine cellar. A 
Catholic priest is shown denouncing the mil-
itants but stopping short of excommunicat-
ing them.

The Brits are portrayed as cunning and 
seasoned authoritarians. The army com-
manders were holed up in Dublin Castle 
and as they planned their counter-attack 
they knew exactly how much was at stake. 
Not just Dublin or even Ireland but the 
entire edifice of imperial power. Failure to 
crush the Fenians would embolden poten-
tial rebels in every colony from Guyana to 
Singapore. When they retook the GPO their 
military aim was twofold: to destroy the 
uprising and to create as few martyrs as pos-
sible. They got it half right.

Nadar’s beautiful shots from 1854 of the 
mime artist Charles Deburau, in costume 
and striking poses from his act.

A far better exhibition, at the V&A, is 
devoted to the American photographer 
Paul Strand. This is beautifully mounted 
and selected, but it gives rise to some of the 
same thoughts. Strand (1890–1976) was, 
ostensibly at least, one of the leading mod-
ernist photographers of the 20th century. 
His work adhered to a puritanical aesthetic 
— no colour, no glitz, lots of workers, plants 
and elderly buildings among his subjects. 

In 1916 Strand captured some of the 
least ‘staged’ pictures ever taken, using a 
specially doctored camera with a fake lens 
on the side, which seemed to point straight 
ahead while Strand shot surreptitiously 
under his arm. Thus he was able to obtain 
something that is hard to achieve: close-
ups of strangers in the street who were not 
aware they were being photographed. The 
results bring you very near to passers-by on 
New York’s Lower East Side a century ago 
— jowly, red-faced, grubby-looking types 
who could have come out of a painting by 
Hals or a novel by Dickens. These were 
seen and shot in an instant, true snapshots 
— a hunting term first used by Sir John 
Herschel, one of the great unsung progeni-
tors of photography. 

In another sense, of course, these were 
not spontaneous at all. Strand must have 
known just what he was looking for, and 
probably had precedents from paintings and 
literature at the back of his mind. In any case, 
as the catalogue points out, Strand clearly 
found this predatory way of working unset-
tling, and stopped after taking just a hand-
ful of these extraordinary portraits. Most of 
his work was meticulously programmed and 
choreographed, the product of sittings that 
lasted hours, and much more time spent in 
the developing room on the prints. 

This is the justification for an exhibition 
such as this — that the actual photographs, 
like an original painting, have a quality 
that reproductions lack. They do; but they 
are still small, dark pictures spaced out on 
a wall. You wonder whether Strand’s work 
does not really look better in a book, such 
as the splendid catalogue.

 This could not be said of the works on 
show in Avedon Warhol at Gagosian, 6–24 
Britannia Street, London WC1. Neither 
Warhol nor Avedon, a remarkable pho-
tographer of people, could be accused of 
puritanism or lack of glitz. The Warhol ingre-
dients here are familiar, demonstrating how 
he was able to return much of the oomph of 
painting to photographic images by adding 
splashy silk-screened colour.

More of a surprise are some of the Ave-
dons, especially ‘Andy Warhol and Members 
of the Factory, New York, October 30, 1969’, 
a photographic group portrait on the scale 
of life — it’s almost four metres across — 
in which the central group are nude, looking 

a little like Greek statues. The picture is as 
artfully posed as a Caravaggio, and all the 
better for it. 

Catherine Tate’s role as a generic 
American redhead with a silly name 

fails to capitalise on her gifts
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Cinema 
Slow burn 
Deborah Ross

Court
PG, Limited Release 

The big hitter this week is, of course, Bat-
man v Superman, but if you want to learn 
something new, and meet characters that’ll 
stay with you long after, well, get yourself to 
Court. This is an Indian courtroom drama in 
which the wheels of justice grind so slowly 
you’ll want to scream, and now I can see I 
haven’t sold this well. ‘What do you fancy 
seeing at the cinema, dear? A courtroom 
drama in which the wheels of justice grind so 
slowly you’ll want to scream? Shall I book, 
or will you?’ But Court’s lassitude is kind 
of its point. It is one of those film in which 
not much happens but everything happens. 
Court is fascinating, affecting and complete-
ly engrossing while delivering a devastat-
ing critique of a system so antiquated and 
absurd that a woman is told her case won’t 
be heard today because she is wearing a 
sleeveless top. 

The film is written and directed by Chait-
anya Tamhane, who is 29, which is worrying 
for those who are, ahem, nearly twice that 
age and had thought they’d yet to peak. 
(Damn.) Narratively, it follows the case of 
Narayan Kamble (Vira Sathidar), a 65-year-
old folk singer and political activist who is 
living in Mumbai and arrested under the 

The public prosecutor, Geetanjali Kulkarni, in ‘Court’

Dramatic Performances Act (1876). It’s 
been alleged that a song he publicly per-
formed drove a sewer worker to commit sui-
cide, and that he is responsible. The charge 
is patently ridiculous, as is that law, but no 
one questions it. Even Kamble seems pas-
sively resigned.   

We follow the trial, which is hopelessly 
protracted — papers are mislaid, the wrong 
documents turn up, the police lose and fab-
ricate evidence. A lengthy public holiday 
comes up, so everything has to wait. Kamble 
has a lawyer, Vinay Vora (Vivek Gomber), 
who is from a well-to-do background and is 

affluent and shops for wine and cheese in 
western delis. He is not a crusader, but we 
understand that he has a conscience and this 
is why he’s not working higher up the food 
chain. In one instance, he sits on the edge 
of his bed and weeps with the frustration 
of it all. Meanwhile, the public prosecutor 
(Geetanjali Kulkarni) reads out the Victo-
rian-era laws parrot fashion while believ-
ing what the judge believes: the law is the 
law, tradition is tradition, and no one must 
ever be allowed to break with either. The 
main characters — including, latterly, the 
judge (Pradeep Joshi) — are followed home, 
which adds texture, depth and Vora getting 
it in the neck from his mother for not being 
married yet. The old ways are after him, 
whichever way he turns. 

The defence lawyer has a conscience 
and this is why he’s not working  

higher up the food chain

Behind the lens, Tamhane is extraordi-
narily and wondrously patient. (Damn.) 
Oftentimes, his camera is allowed simply to 
sit still, so we can be clear-eyed about what’s 
happening (or not happening) and often the 
shot is wide-angled, so we can see what is 
going on at the periphery, and how these 
court cases are business as usual for every-
one. The camera also lingers long after other 
directors might have called ‘cut’, which not 
only amplifies the lack of urgency, but allows 
us to glimpse what we otherwise might miss. 
(For example, the woman in the sleeveless 
top being turned away from the court.) The 
script is understated and never spells any-
thing out but still we understand; under-
stand that Kamble is an ‘untouchable’ and 
the system needs to keep him down; that the 
education system promotes rote learning at 
the expense of thinking; that social justice 
will never prevail over procedural issues, 
even when a law is wildly outdated. 

The acting is deliciously naturalistic, with 
non-actors included in the cast. The widow 
of the sewage man, for example, is played by 
the widow of a sewage man, and if you are 
not profoundly moved by the court appear-
ance of the actual widow of an actual sewage 
man, your heart is truly made of ice. 

Court, which has won umpteen awards 
on the festival circuit — 16, at my last count 
— makes you realise that most of the Indian 
films we see here are about an India viewed 
through western eyes (The Best Exotic Mar-
igold Hotel, Slumdog Millionaire) whereas 
this not only offers insight, but feels so real 
and so true that the chances of you want-



the spectator | 26 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 47

Opera 
Carry on Don 
Geoff Brown

Don Giovanni; Iphigénie en Tauride
English Touring Opera

One of these days I will probably see a pro-
duction of Don Giovanni set in a research 
station in the Antarctic. English Touring 
Opera, ambitious and valiant, haven’t gone 
that far yet. But Lloyd Wood’s new staging, 
part of an ETO threesome now hopping 
round the country, still makes the eye-
brows shoot up. This time the Don and his 
girl bevy are scuttling round the Viennese 
sewers, circa 1900. Well, that’s what the pro-
gramme booklet tells us; though if it hadn’t 
been for Elvira’s Wiener Werkstätte dress, 
the hint of a Klimt mosaic and a tiddly horn 
gramophone, you might just accept Anna 
Fleischle’s grim designs as a fair solution to 
the simple need for a single set, easily trans-
ported. 

The big worry for me, at any rate, didn’t 
lie in the sewers, or the suspicion that Wood 
would deposit his opera on the consulting 
couch of Sigmund Freud. (He didn’t.) It lay 
instead in George von Bergen’s Don, sung 
with a voice that careens with little ballast, 
frequently oblivious to the notes’ precise 
pitch. Expressive emoting is all very well, 
but not to the point of making the listener 
seasick. At least the tonal unpleasantness 
falls in line with Wood’s particular view of 
the Don: not so much a rampaging Lothario, 
more a bludgeoning, selfish bully. And emol-
lient singing is on hand to brighten and vary. 
There’s Matthew Stiff’s Leporello, fetching-
ly downtrodden and human; and Bradley 
Travis’s Masetto, the production’s easy win-
ner of the Crisp Diction Prize. You also get 
reasonable delivery, if with a few kinks, from 
Ania Jeruc, Camilla Roberts and Lucy Hall, 
cast as the Don’s female prey. 

It helps, too, that despite the pugnacity 
and catacomb chill, this Don Giovanni still 
manages to be funny. Part of that stems from 
Jeremy Sams’s colloquial English transla-
tion, worthy at times of a superior Carry On 
film. There’s also humour in the stage busi-
ness and the bustle of the ETO orchestra, 
cleanly conducted by Michael Rosewell. 
If only von Bergen would nail down his 
pitches, beef up his tone, and push less. Cast 
changes will arrive in April, but I hope the 
production’s energy remains when they 

Television 
Good cop, bad cop 
James Walton

Which is better, British TV drama or Amer-
ican? A couple of years ago, merely asking 
the question would have had the hipsters 
chortling into their obscure US box sets — 
and even now a strange cultural cringe seems 
to persist. Nonetheless, I’d suggest, British 
television drama these days really is in the 
midst of an era that will have commentators 
in 20 years’ time routinely (if a bit unimagi-
natively) reaching for the adjective ‘golden’. 
Already in 2016 we’ve had War and Peace, 
Murder, The Night Manager and Happy Val-
ley — and that’s before the hugely welcome 
return of Line of Duty (BBC2), Jed Mercu-
rio’s riveting thriller about a police anti-cor-
ruption unit.

To any viewers who haven’t seen the pre-
vious two series, Thursday’s episode might 
initially have looked pretty straightforward. 
Sergeant Danny Waldron, played by Daniel 
Mays (never a good sign for a policeman), 
led an armed squad in pursuit of a suspect-
ed gangland killer. Once cornered, the man 
threw down his weapon and knelt in surren-
der — whereupon Danny shot him repeat-
edly in the head. He then bullied three 
colleagues into backing up his story that the 
man had fired first.

So, those Line of Duty newbies will have 
thought, it’s just a question of whether the 
goodies in the anti-corruption unit will catch 
the bad guy. But of course, as we gnarled vet-
erans of the show could have told them, it 
was never going to be that simple. For one 
thing, we know that one member of the unit, 
DI Cottan, is far more corrupt than anyone 
he’s likely to investigate. For another, noth-
ing in Line of Duty is ever simple.

Sure enough, it turns out that Danny’s 
crime may be a lot more personal than we’d 
been led to believe. It might also be that his 
bullied colleague Hari isn’t necessarily the 
tortured innocent we’d rather hoped. Most 
confoundingly of all, Danny ended the epi-
sode on the brink of death, having been shot 
— possibly by himself — during another 
armed operation.

Before series two, you may remember, 
there was quite a fuss about Jessica Raine 
taking on her first major TV role since Call 
the Midwife. But then, having been given a 
full back story and an apparently starring 
role, her character was killed off in the first 

reach journey’s end on 10 June in Carlisle. 
There’s less chance of penguins or Vien-

nese sewer life waddling through the Greek 
drama of Gluck’s Iphigénie en Tauride, least 
of all in James Conway’s production. Fleisch-
le’s austere set — including walls in need of 
a little re-plastering — never interferes with 
contemplation as the luckless Agamemnon 
siblings come together for more outpourings 
of blood and guilt. 

The chief drawback to Conway’s produc-
tion is that it’s uphill work feeling emotion-
ally gripped; though that doesn’t stop more 
abstract pleasures from giving the audience 
quite a good time. At best, Gluck’s music 
woos the ear with its elegant poise, inventive 
harmonies and lyrical sweep. The orches-
tra’s no-frills, no-nonsense playing and Mar-
tin André’s conducting are also congenial, 
though they might have hit home even more 
sharply with the thrust and tang of period 
instruments. As Iphigénia, Catherine Car-
by’s expressive range could be wider both in 

tone and dynamics, yet there’s still a steady 
eloquence here that keeps the show on the 
road. Grant Doyle’s Oreste suffers a bit 
from von Bergen’s disease, but the flabby 
pitches and bluster nicely retreat when he’s 
more subdued, awaiting the sacrificial chop 
in Act Two. 

Elsewhere, John-Colyn Gyeantey’s Ply-
ade — in a visibly gay relationship with 
Oreste — needs extra honey in his voice, 
while a relaxing pill would definitely help 
Craig Smith’s Scythian king Thoas, too 
much knotted in anger. His followers, also, 
aren’t quite ideal, victims of Bernadette 
Iglich’s choreography, alternately footling 
and obscure, though the chorus in general, 
as priestesses or Scythians, couldn’t be finer. 
Strong and confident, they’re one of English 
Touring Opera’s glories. 

And full marks for daring, at least, for 
the casting of the plot’s deus ex machina, 
the goddess Diana herself. When a pigtailed 
little girl, Pepper Cometti, arrived, shoed in 
yellow wellies, the first night audience was 

The chorus couldn’t be finer –  
strong and confident, they’re one  

of ETO’s glories

even more surprised than the characters 
onstage. Vocally, Gluck’s flowing lines of 
recitative are too arduous for such a young 
voice, but as a final injection of sunshine and 
innocence into this opera’s blood-stained 
world, Pepper’s Diana sent me out into the 
night with a smile. 

ing to scream are, I would estimate, zero. I 
accept it’s one of those films that’ll prob-
ably only be playing at an art house cine-
ma somewhere at a time you can’t possibly 
make, but it will shortly be available on the 
BFI player. So no excuses, in other words. 
No excuses at all. 

‘Seventy years of peace, no war? Of course  
I’m anti-Europe.’



BOOKS & ARTS

Radio 
Born again 
Kate Chisholm

Six years ago, on Good Friday, the journal-
ist Melanie Reid was thrown off her horse 
while on a cross-country ride in Stirlingshire 
where she lives. The accident broke her neck 
and back and left her tetraplegic, paralysed 
from the armpits downwards. On Easter 
Sunday on Radio 3 she’s Michael Berkeley’s 
guest on Private Passions, a timely guest, as 
he says, because she has recently written in 
her Sunday Times column about being ‘sur-
prised by a small epiphany of happiness’, of 
experiencing a ‘rebirth’, if ‘rather cruel’.

‘You find joy in little things . . . I see all 
the things that I never saw in my busy life,’ 
she says, which coming from her sounds far 
more than a cliché because she has also writ-
ten about the awful business of catheters and 
rectal tubes, of the tedium, the frustration of 
her life now, of the way that her memories 
of the accident (she was conscious through-
out and remembers everything) are ‘always 
there, gnawing away at you’. For months she 
couldn’t listen to music, not even an upbeat 
pop song, because ‘the pain and emotion it 
provoked in me was unstoppable . . . I could 
do many strong things during my rehabilita-
tion [she spent a year in hospital] but I could 
not have listened to Bach.’

Reid’s weekly column about life as a 
tetraplegic, which she began writing after 
only three weeks in hospital, at first using 
a voice recorder and then learning how to 
type with two fingers, has inspired many 
with her grim determination and brutal hon-
esty about how she feels. She has also been 
criticised by some disabled rights groups 
because she insists that ‘from where I sit, 
there’s not a disabled person who would 
not want a happy, free body back’. She’s also 
aroused the ire of the anti-euthanasia lobby 
because she believes choice is essential, 
‘it liberates me to enjoy life on my terms’, 
knowing that she could, if it came to it, end 
it. She never pretends, never dissembles, tell-
ing us instead that soon after the accident 
she told her husband to leave her. ‘It almost 
seemed the polite thing to do.’ (Of course, 
he didn’t.)

After a while she discovered her inju-
ries were not ‘complete’. There were still 

episode. So has the same happened again 
with Daniel Mays, the supposed star of 
series three? The answer — a highly sat-
isfying one at this stage — is that I have 
absolutely no idea. Yet, what makes Line 
of Duty so good is not just the traditional 
pleasures of plot, pace and characterisa-
tion. It’s also Mercurio’s entirely justified 
belief that the more technical aspects of an 
anti-corruption case can be extremely dra-
matic too. Thursday’s episode had its fair 
share of gun-wielding cops smashing doors 
open with those big cylinder things, yelling 
‘Armed police!’ and clattering up flights of 
stairs. Even so, for sheer excitement, it was 
still hard to beat the scenes where Danny 
and his accusers exchanged quick-fire dia-
logue about the subsections of various gov-
ernment police acts.

And in fact Line of Duty wasn’t the 
week’s only impressive new British drama. 
Charged with the tricky task of following 
Happy Valley at 9 p.m. on Tuesdays, The A 
Word (BBC1) also got off to a very prom-
ising start — even if, for more middle-aged 

viewers, there was the unpleasant shock of 
realising that Christopher Eccleston is now 
old enough to play a grandad.

The programme is set in the Lake Dis-
trict, where Paul and Alison Hughes spent 
much of the episode strenuously trying not 
to see that there was something wrong with 
their son Joe. OK, so he constantly listened 
to a selection of post-punk classics on head-
phones that appeared sutured to his ears, 
didn’t speak to other children and was rub-
bish at musical statues — but aren’t all five-
years-olds like that?

This fiction, though, became increasingly 
hard to maintain — and not only because 
Joe might as well have been wearing an ‘I’m 
Autistic’ baseball cap. Alison’s brother and 
his doctor wife, for example, have come to 
stay from London and, when not cuckolding 
him, the wife had studied child development. 
Nor can grandad (a man, by his own admis-
sion, ‘still getting used to not saying spastic 
or mongol’) be wholly relied on to keep his 
observations to himself.

Luckily, the script by Peter Bowker 
(Capital, Marvellous) is a lot more tactful: 
treating everybody concerned with a level of 
sympathy that makes everything they do — 
however misguided or contradictory — feel 
like the completely understandable behav-
iour of decent people doing their best. And 
all without being remotely soppy.

As Joe, Max Vento also confirms that of 
the many things that have improved enor-
mously during my adult life — vacuum 
cleaners, Eastern Europe, coffee, Match of 
the Day — the quality of child actors is fairly 
close to the top of the list. 

some flickers of movement, some muscle 
power in her arms. When it first happened 
she was ‘delirious . . . I’ll learn to walk again. 
My bladder and bowels will stop being para-
lysed.’ Only to be crushed when she was told 
there would be no progression; she could 
hope for nothing more but would have to 
live with these flickers, with ‘the torture of 
possibility’, as she has described her situa-
tion.

For her, rebirth means that she has had 
to learn how to live with a different self, and 
not one of her own choosing but imposed on 
her in a matter of seconds. Her story should 
be dark, depressing, wasted, but she still does 
carry a light, and a very bright one, because 
she’s not afraid to look into that darkness 
and expose it. Of her choice of Beethoven’s 
Fifth Piano Concerto she remarked, ‘It mar-
shalls you. The music says, “Come on. Rise 
up with me.”’ 

Radio 2’s special Easter Glory pro-
gramme (also Easter Sunday) takes us on a 
trip back into the wireless era, its combina-
tion of readings and music with a religious 
theme straight out of Lord Reith’s rulebook. 
Improving but also entertaining. Yet it’s so 
well made, the music (performed by the 
Bach Choir and the BBC Concert Orches-
tra) so calming and uplifting, it’s like balm 
for a weary soul.

Frances Finn presents and talks to John 
Rutter about the inspirations for his new 
series of cantatas, The Gift of Life, which is 
threaded through the programme. In ‘The 
Gift of Each Day’, for instance, Rutter says 
he was inspired by the same thoughts and 
insights that Melanie Reid shares with us 
earlier in the day on Radio 3. ‘It’s a very 
ordinary thought,’ he remarked, ‘perhaps 
a bit cheesy’, but we are ‘never grateful 
enough’ for the simple things like ‘just wak-
ing up each day and still being able to wig-
gle my toes’.

Also, next week, if you happen to be by 
the sea for the Easter holiday listen out for 
Radio 4’s five-part A Guide to Coastal Wild-
life, beautifully recorded with every splash 
of water and curlew’s call by Chris Wat-
son (and produced by Sarah Blunt). It’s a 
chance to recapture the way of looking we 
all once experienced as a child, staring for 
hours into a rockpool simply observing the 
minute movement of a crab’s pincer or a sea 
anemone’s tentacles. Phil Gates and Brett 
Westwood remind us of the excitement of 
never knowing what you’re going to find 
when you first start looking into the depths 
of the pool. There’s always something inter-
esting lurking underneath. Take those empty 
shells in the corner. Look again and you’ll 
discover that one of them is a hermit crab, 
waiting to find another shell to move into in 
order to survive. In one smooth movement 
the crab slips out of its shell and slides into 
the huge coil of the whelk next door. A step 
up the property ladder for the crab; rebirth 
of another kind.

For sheer excitement it was hard 
to beat quick-fire dialogue about 
subsections of various police acts

‘We’re not racist — but not somewhere where 
immigrants are landing on the beach, please.’
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exhibition, Kirker Guide Notes to restaurants and sightseeing  
and the services of the Kirker Concierge.

“Catherine the Great and Stanislaw 
August: Two Enlightened Monarchs” 

at the Hermitage Museum 

In the grand Nicholas Hall of the 
Winter Palace, this exhibition features 
over 150 works of fine art from the 
personal collections of Catherine the 
Great of Russia and King Stanislaw 
August of Poland. Until 21 May.

Tickets included for Kirker clients.

uled times of night to let shipping through, 
then stay open for several hours. Cut it 
fine and the taxi ride becomes a dement-
ed scramble to cross the bridge in time.

If you’re staying in a hotel, choose 
 wisely. If you’re very unlucky, you might 
find  radiators that don’t turn off, drilling in 
the corridor, and a rubbery breakfast  buffet. 
An alternative is to rub shoulders with the 
locals and take an apartment in a ‘Home 
Stay’. Andrey and Sasha’s, where I stayed, 
is full of bohemian charm and backs on to 
the Griboyedov Canal. The hosts were away 
when I visited, but their friend Serge — a 
linen-suited Anglophile, radio presenter 
and bon vivant — stood in admirably, even 
inviting me to hear him sing jazz standards 
at a club called The Hat.

Food-wise, you needn’t worry. You won’t 
find authentic parmesan here since  Russia 
imposed its retaliatory ban on western food 
imports. You will, however, find some excel-
lent modern places making a virtue of a 
necessity and doing impressive things with 
local produce. And besides, you’ve got the 
culinary bounty of the former Soviet states 
to choose from — Ukrainian, Uzbek, Arme-
nian and Georgian, surely the most under-
rated of all the national cuisines. Some argue 
that Georgian baked goods are the best in 
the world — and who am I to disagree?

Looking across the wide Neva from 
 Vasilyevsky Island, the Palace 
Embankment shimmers in the river, 

suspended between water and sky. Raised 
on a marsh by violence and sheer force of 
will, there are few cities more impossible, 
and more beautiful, than St Petersburg. It’s 
worth going for the view alone, and you 
should — now, while the rouble is weak.

Thrown up in only 50 years in the 1700s, 
St Petersbury is a vast stage-set upon which 
imperial society played at being  European. 
Now adays, you too can choose your role. 
Would-be Rostovs can take a box at the 
Mariinksy and spend one day at the Her-
mitage, and the next day out at Tsarskoye 
Selo and the Catherine Palace. Or, on the 
other hand, you can skulk like Raskolnikov 
down the back streets and canals, ducking 
into dive bars and checking out guitar bands.

There is plenty of underground  culture, 
in both senses of the phrase. St Peters-
burg is the bohemian student to Moscow’s 
brash party animal, and the locals have a 
proud history of telling authority where to 
stick it. It’s no accident that the birthplace 
of the Russian Revolution is also the home 
city of Pussy Riot and Pyotr Pavlensky, the 
Putin-baiting performance artist who nailed 
his scrotum to Red Square. 

So, when to go? Winters can be cold and 

summers humid, so May and June are best. 
The weather is warm and the streets are alive 
with light-hearted locals who have recently 
emerged from hibernation. Winter can, with 
luck, yield brilliant sunshine and clear blue 
skies, but you’ll have to hedge your bets.

 This far north, summer nights consist of 
a couple of hours of purplish haze before 
dawn breaks again. Closing time is an alien 
concept, and with the city’s thriving bar cul-
ture (I recommend trying the buckwheat or 
lingon berry vodka) it’s hard to know when to 
call it a night. If you’re staying on one of the 
islands, getting home has an extra frisson of 
excitement. The Neva bridges open at sched-

A vast stage set: St Petersburg

NOTES ON …

St Petersburg
By Arthur House
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FRANCE

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

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

SPECIALIST HOLIDAYS

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

EXPERT-LED CULTURAL 
TOURS.  Peter Sommer Travels: 
Archaeological tours, food tours and 
family tours in Turkey, Greece and 
Italy. The specialist for escorted gulet 
cruises and gulet charters.  Tel:
01600 888220. www.petersommer.com

ITALY

VENICE. S/c apartments in newly 
restored 15th century palazzetto. 
Sunny canal views. Sleep 2/4. Canoe 
available. Tel: +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

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

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

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

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/

ITALY

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

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: (39) 347.218.4274 
www.casa-ilaria.com 

SIENA 15 KM TYPICAL Tuscan 
farm house surrounded by rolling 
hills. Very peaceful. Completely 
refurbished to high standard, five 
double rooms, 4 bathrooms, open fire 
and private swimming pool. Cleaner 
available. Tel: 00 32 479 38 99 77

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 & pool at 
the tennis centre, good discounts 
for twilight golf. Large balcony with 
sea view and awning suitable for 
extra people June and September. 
Tel/fax: 01935 891241. Email: 
peakevenetia@rocketmail.com 
or visit: www.1valedolobo.co.uk

UK: CORNWALL

TREBETHERICK. Lovely holiday 
home in cliff-top position sleeps 
14; Surfing, bathing and rock pool 
beaches within easy walking. Weeks 
available in July & August. 
Tel: 07908 637708 or 
Email: info@tregreen.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

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

CLASSIFIEDS
Travel & General

TRAVEL

‘Spectator20’ for 20% off

FINE CLOTHING

THE NARE HOTEL 
Stunning sea views from 

Cornwall’s most comfortable 
hotel with luxurious rooms, 

two restaurants, heated 
indoor and outdoor pools 

London and courtesy car 

 
please browse

www.narehotel.co.uk  
or call 01872 501111
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EVENTS

EXCLUSIVE CHESS WEEKENDS 
at ezzahra-morocco.com with 
Nigel Short. 
Email: Brian@caletahotel.gi

LEGAL SERVICES

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

Not Just Divorcing Gracefully....
BILMES LLP

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

Email: law@bilmesllp.com 
Tel: 020 7490 9656

Solving Difficult Problems Effectively..

FRENCH BARRISTER with 30 
years call will provide a standalone 
confidential second opinion, in 
English, on pending French civil 
or commercial litigation (not 
criminal), particularly as to merits 
or otherwise of Email: appeals. 
contactfrenchlawsecondopinion.fr

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

Plain English spoken!
www.hamesprivateclients.co.uk

BOOKS

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

Green Ink Booksellers
BOOKS BOUGHT

Philosophy, Social Science and 
other academic titles. Fair prices 

paid, will travel within UK. 
Tel: 01497 822870 

books@greeninkbooksellers.co.uk

STORAGE

TIME TO SORT out that storage!! 
We sort, catalogue, consolidate 
precious possessions (art/antique 
expertise) & dispose of unwanted 
items. Confidential and discreet. 
www.sortmystorage.com 
Tel: 07833 291412

PERSIAN RUGS

OLD PERSIAN RUGS. Not a shop, 
just a shed, telephone first. Shabby 
chic. DESMOND NORTH, East 
Peckham, Kent. Tel: 01622 871353.

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 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

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. 
Email: sa2000b@gmail.com

CLASSIFIEDS
General, Recruitment & Property 

JEWELLERY

AFTER DINNER 
SPEAKER

FREE SERVICES

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

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 

for Cobra & Bellamy’s retro inspired watch 

To see the whole Cobra & Bellamy watch 
 

www.cobrabellamywatches.co.uk  
or call 01736 732112

STYLE NEVER GOES OUT  
OF FASHION

ARTS

Classified Rates
020 7961 0145

traceyc@spectator.co.uk



the spectator | 26 march 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk 53

The boys told Caroline I’d taken them 
to Westfield and ‘lost’ them: not true, I 
merely mislaid them for half an hour 
— Toby Young, p60

High life 
Taki

On 17 November 1813, Marshal Ney, the 
bravest of the brave, had been the last 
to march out of Smolensk amid harrow-
ing scenes. The hospital wards, the cor-
ridors and the stairs were full of the dead 
and dying. Napoleon had gone into Russia 
the year before with 500,000 men and was 
now leaving with fewer than 40,000. Ney 
had only 6,000 under his command but was 
determined not to fall into Russian hands. 
The Russian commander Miloradovich had 
already failed to capture Prince Eugene, 
Napo’s son-in-law, and the great Davout, so 
he set his heart on capturing the 43-year-old 
son of a barrel-maker from Lorraine.

Ney did what he knew best. He charged. 
The first frontal attack failed at the last 
moment as the French ranks were raked 
with canister shot. Ney, leading the group, 
reassembled and charged again. ‘Whole 
ranks fell, only to be replaced by the next 
ones coming up to die in the same place,’ 
wrote a Russian officer. When General 
Miloradovich saw how the French were 
charging, he exclaimed, ‘Bravo, bravo, Mon-
sieurs les Français, you have attacked with 
astonishing vigour, an entire corps with a 
handful of men. It is impossible to be brav-
er!’ He then ordered his gunners to cut them 
down, which they did.

As at Waterloo two years later, where 
Ney had four horses shot down from under 
him, the Marshal survived the Smolensk bat-
tle and the ensuing trap to capture him by 
swimming for it. The Russians were, how 
should I put it, magnificent in their cruelty 
in slowly strangling Napoleon’s men, watch-
ing them freeze to death, relieving them of 
their furs and booty, with the fat, lazy Kutu-
zov letting mother nature take care of the 
invaders. The latter had been at first sur-
prised at the stubbornness of the Russian 
defenders, as well as by the almost spiritual 
manner in which the soldiers readied them-
selves for battle. (The French were rallied by 
a picture of the King of Rome, the Russk-
ies by the miraculous icon of the Virgin of 

Low life 
Jeremy Clarke

I shared a taxi from Cheltenham station to 
the house party in an outlying village with 
a stripper. Finding a taxi in Cheltenham 
during the Festival is as difficult as pick-
ing a winner in the Bumper, and we were 
amazed and pleased to have got one so 
easily. One wouldn’t have guessed that the 
dark, petite young woman, thickly wrapped 

Smolensk.) The Cossacks, whose cruelty 
had even the bravest of their adversaries 
trembling in case they were captured alive, 
harried the retreating French, never engag-
ing, just inflicting pin pricks, a sort of slow 
torture never experienced before or since. 
Kutuzov’s tactics of never engaging Napo-
leon drove Tsar Alexander nuts, but the old 
boy knew what he was doing. He feared a 
cornered Napoleon because he knew the 
Corsican was a better general than him, and 
once desperate, anything could happen.

I’ve just reread Adam Zamoyski’s mag-
nificent 1812, which I read when it first 
appeared ten years ago. I can never get 
enough of it. The courage, the glory, the suf-
fering, it’s all too much. Germans and Poles, 
Frenchmen and Russians, Italians, all cov-
ered themselves with glory. The only dis-
grace, as far as I’m concerned, took place one 
year later at the Congress of Vienna, where 
Princess Katya Bagration, widow of the hero 
of Borodino, fell into bed with Metternich. 
Bagration bled to death at Borodino because 
he refused to get off his mount in full view of 
his men. His widow should have honoured 
him and refused the handsome Austrian. But 
such are the follies of beautiful women.

Mind you, Napo never won anything 
important again. Mother Russia had defeat-
ed him as it defeated Hitler 130 years later. 
Which brings me to the present. Unlike the 
clowns of the EU and the bungling Ameri-
cans, Uncle Vlad did a Kutuzov, went into 
Syria, avoided the risks of getting bogged 
down and, having lost only one aircraft that 
was shot down by a Nato power supposed-
ly on his side, departed the quagmire with 
maximum results.

Yet that fool of a Foreign Secretary Phil-
ip Hammond — never have I seen a man 
who looks more like a boring accountant — 
warns us not to cheer because it would be 

like praising a man who stopped beating his 
wife. Well, I don’t beat women in general and 
my wife in particular, so I wouldn’t know. 
What I do know is that Putin is authentic 
and authoritarian, the type who wins wars, 
a spontaneous and courageous leader who 
has shown up the West as a paper tiger. Let’s 
face it. When was the last time a world lead-
er did something really bold? And he didn’t 
declare mission accomplished, a declaration 
that has proved fatal in the case of Iraq and 
Libya. This is the man the clowns in Brus-
sels tried to bluff with Circe-like songs to 
Ukraine, so he took back Crimea as a bonus. 
His standing by Assad has shown up Uncle 
Sam yet again as an unreliable ally when the 
going gets tough.

No matter how hard the Americans and 
Europeans have tried to show Russia as 
a busted flush, the joke’s on them. And by 
leaving the playing field, Vlad has fired a shot 
across Assad’s bow, warning him to negotiate 
or else. Just compare Putin’s stance in Syria 
with that of Uncle Sam in Yemen. The latter 
is a humanitarian disaster that rivals that of 
Syria. The Saudi, Qatari and UAE air forces 
have bombarded unarmed people and blown 
up hospitals in a futile effort to beat back the 
Houthis, Shiite-backed rebels who have run 
rings around them. Saudi pilots under Amer-
ican radar guidance are so scared of anti-air-
craft fire that they fly much too high and are 
unable to hit legitimate targets. Saudi keeps 
buying expensive weapons but cannot pro-
duce men like those who fought back in 1812. 
Perhaps they should read Zamoyski and for-
get high tech.

‘It’s not called the biography section  
any more, sir.’
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LIFE

against the cold night air, was a stripper, but 
she was proud enough of her occupation 
to talk about it on the seven-furlong ride 
between the station and the ‘gentleman’s 
club’ where we dropped her. She’d come 
all the way from Cardiff, she said, to dance 
in a cage from 10 p.m. until 6 a.m., and she 
very much hoped it was going to be worth 
the effort financially. The driver, hitherto a 
picture of exhaustion and apathy, sat rigidly 

to attention on hearing this, and he closely 
interrogated her via his rear-view mirror. 
How big was the cage? Was it suspended in 
the air? Would she be topless or completely 
naked? Could the punters reach between 
the bars and grab her? He seemed to know 
a lot about this sort of thing, confidently 
predicting that tonight’s clientele would be 
too drunk to observe the usual niceties. She 
assured him that her apprenticeship in the 
nightclubs of Cardiff had prepared her for 
anything.

We dropped her outside an elegant door 
in a Georgian terrace. I offered to pay her 
negligible part of the fare but she absolute-
ly refused. For the rest of our journey, the 
driver talked at length about the sex indus-

try in Cheltenham, which is surprisingly tiny, 
owing to the opposition of the police. There 
are no brothels, for example. Every time a 
brothel opens, the police shut it down. It is 
so sad. In a wealthy town like Cheltenham, 
with so many drug barons and career crimi-
nals living there, and the Cheltenham Fes-
tival, and gigantic intelligence-gathering 
centre of GCHQ, you’d think, he said, that 
there would be plenty of brothels. ‘And let’s 
not forget the Cheltenham book festival, 
either,’ I said.

‘Many many times, my fare will say, “I 
want to get laid. Please take me somewhere 
now.” And it is so embarrassing to have to 
tell them that there is not one single broth-
el in the whole of Cheltenham. Of course 
they simply don’t believe me and laugh at 
me.’ The only way he could account for the 
scandalous absence of brothels in Chelten-
ham was that politicians were worried that 
Russian spies posing as sex workers might 
inveigle state secrets from GCHQ workers 
nipping into town in their lunch breaks for 
a quick one.

His satnav brought us to the village 
church, and an email on my phone with 
directions took us the rest of the way. The 
road became a track winding for sever-
al miles through pitch darkness. The final 
direction was that we must cross three cat-
tle grids. The driver concluded his thoughts 
on the sex industry and instead worried 
aloud about potential damage to his sus-
pension.

I arrived at the farmhouse in time for 
dinner. Eight of us sat down to eat, all 
of whom were horse-racing fanatics and 
gamblers. They had just returned from the 
Cheltenham course after the first day’s 
racing. I asked how their day had been, 
expecting to hear tales of dramatic horse 
races and eye-watering amounts of money 
won or lost. But the most sensational of 
the day’s affairs, apparently, was a fight in 
the Guinness tent. It was a proper fight, 
too: toe-to-toe, prolonged, drug-fuelled 
(it was thought), with many on each side, 
and some serious, lightening-fast punching 
going in, draught Guinness and advertis-
ing fixtures flying in every direction, the 
tent threatening to collapse, and lasting 
a full five minutes. My fellow guests had 
been going to Cheltenham every year for 
decades and it was agreed that it was the 
best fight they’d ever seen at the festival, 
or indeed at any other racecourse, and by 
some distance. One chap said he had seen 
a tremendous fight on the rails at Newbury 
once, but that was between rival Cardiff 
and Swansea City football fans, so lacked 
novelty value. 

Next morning, Ladies’ Day, we piled into 
a minivan and were in the Guinness tent by 
11 o’clock getting stuck in. Ladies, I’d esti-
mate, were outnumbered by gentlemen by 
a ratio of approximately 100-1; but the few 
I saw looked fantastic. As far as my betting 
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Real life 
Melissa Kite

If you are the sort of person who enjoys 
tinkering with a classic car prone to myriad 
mechanical problems then you really should 
consider taking up thoroughbred horses as 
a hobby. After weeks of leg bandaging and 
foot poulticing, I am becoming a basket case. 

But apparently there are people who 
enjoy this sort of thing. They prefer tinker-
ing to riding. I presume they haven’t much 
appetite for speed, and therefore prefer to 
spend time with their horse while it is sta-
tionary in a confined space.

About twice a year, perhaps, they man-
age to get it to go right and so they enjoy 

a lovely Sunday afternoon out in the lanes, 
with people pipping them from behind as 
they make a holy show of themselves.

The horse then promptly breaks down 
and they happily confine it to quarters 
again to be tinkered with to their heart’s 
content. But it’s not for me. All that tink-
ering makes me want to eat my own head 
with frustration.

To recap: Darcy was going great guns 
in training as a budding point-to-pointer, 
or possibly hurdler if she showed any great 
burst of speed, and then one day she trod 
on a screw: a screw stuck in a small plank 
of wood left over from some fly-tipping on 
the common.

I could go on about the scourge of fly-
tipping in Surrey by people I am not allowed 
to describe by the name they call themselves, 
but of course I won’t.

It would be pointless. The fact is, the rub-
bish was tipped, a leftover plank of wood 
with a screw protruding from it lay dormant 
in the mud after the council had supposedly 
cleared up, and the next day my mind-numb-
ingly expensive, excrutiatingly sensitive 

After weeks of leg bandaging and 
foot poulticing, I am becoming a 

basket case

went, it was the same old story — complete 
disaster. In previous years I have at least 
looked at the newspaper tipsters’ choic-
es beforehand. This year I thought I might 
as well just bet on the name. Sgt Reckless, 
Dodging Bullets, The Romford Pele, Chic 
Name and Coeur Blimey came nowhere. I’d 
have been better off going to the shopping 
mall and buying myself a decent hat. 

How big was the cage? Was it 
suspended in the air? Would she be 

topless or completely naked?
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horse stuck her delicate little back foot 
straight down on top of it and went hopping 
lame. When the trainer pulled the screw out 
the wound bled and looked clean, so poor 
Darcy was put on box rest for several weeks, 
until her foot was no longer sore.

But then, as any classic car owner knows, 
the process of getting one problem sorted 
triggered another.

Because she had been rested, she went 
stir-fry crazy when we took her out of the 
box. She hurtled around the yard bucking 
and rearing on the end of the rope as the 
stable lads tried to get her in and out of the 
walker. ‘I’m not sure I’m going to be able 
to get on,’ I said, watching the gymnastics.

In the end, the trainer suggested we put 
her in the sand school to let her blow off 
steam. And this she did, to the extent that 
she slammed her feet about so much she 
came back in even lamer than before.

More rest, with regular foot poulticing, 
and a week later she came sound again, was 
walked out on the common — and went 
hopping lame in front. The trainer rang and 
said, ‘It really has all gone wrong now.’ The 
left foreleg had swollen up. Possibly a ten-
don strain had been brewing or possibly it 
went bang during the sand school blow-out. 
Who knows?

The first scan showed a lot of swelling 
masking a tendon lesion of some kind. I 
took her home and started cold hosing and 
bandaging.

Every day, morning and night, I unband-
aged the bad leg, cold-hosed for 20 minutes 
and rebandaged both front legs for support. 
I stood her in next to the pony Gracie, which 
made her much happier.

While I bandaged, I tied her up outside 
Gracie’s stall. The first few days they shared 
a hay net, munching happily. Then Gracie 
decided it was all very well having her sis-
ter home, but hay was hay. I turned my back 
to get more bandages and there was a high-
pitched neigh. Gracie had bared her teeth at 
Darcy and Darcy had lunged sideways and 
banged her head on the stable rafter, slicing 
a piece of fur clean off, a millimetre above 
her eye.

‘That’s it!’ I screeched. ‘You two need 
to realise I’m at breaking point! No more 
injuries!’

The second scan a week later showed the 
injury in full: a rupture in the superficial dig-
ital flexor tendon. Not catastrophic, but bad 
enough, and putting her out of action for the 
rest of the year in all likelihood. More box 
rest for weeks or possibly months loomed. 
More bandaging, more cold hosing.

Oh, and the back foot needed dressing 
again because there was proud flesh form-
ing, so I had my orders to scrub that with 
surgical spirit and wrap it every day.

As we walked back to his car, the vet 
turned round and saw my face. He put his 
arms round me. ‘Cheer up, girl,’ he said, as 
my grimy hand wiped away a tear.

Long life 
Alexander Chancellor

Apart from the right to life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness, I’ve never known what 
my human rights are supposed to be. Pre-
sumably they include the right to go about 
my daily business without being attacked, 
insulted or otherwise abused. But there are 
many grey areas. Are sudden loud noises or 
disgusting smells violations of my human 
rights? And what about the deafening mirth-
less laughter that I have to endure in British 
pubs?

Perhaps my human rights are changing 
with age. Am I, at 76, entitled to expect an 
offer of a seat on a crowded Tube train? Is it 
my right that somebody should help me with 
my suitcase when I am carrying it upstairs? 
I don’t know. Nor do I care. But some peo-
ple care very much about the deprivation of 
rights that they believe to be theirs.

Consider the case of the television pre-
senter Louise Minchin, who has reportedly 
kicked up a fuss about being made to sit on 
the left-hand side of her male co-presenter 
on BBC Breakfast, Dan Walker. The produc-
ers tried putting her on his right, but found 
it ‘didn’t work’. It didn’t work, apparently, 
because people don’t like to see a man sitting 
on a sofa on a woman’s left. It feels wrong, 
just as it would feel wrong for a man to be 
seen standing on his bride’s left as he takes 
his wedding vows before an altar.

Nobody seems to have thought much 
about it before, but that’s the way that cou-
ples nearly always appear on screen, in pho-
tographs, and on public occasions — woman 
on left, man on right. But why? Is it, as some 

have said, because being on the right suggests 
greater authority? And if so, is it not sexist 
and discriminatory to make the far more 
experienced Ms Minchin sit on the left of 
the new male recruit to the programme, thus 
implying that he is the more authoritative 
of the two? Is it not an infringement of Ms 
Minchin’s human rights?

I wouldn’t have thought so, but then what 
about Anders Breivik, the Norwegian Nazi 
who murdered 77 innocent people in a bomb-
ing and gun massacre in 2011. His victims 
were mostly guilty of no more than attend-
ing a left-wing holiday camp. As an admirer 
of Adolf Hitler, and a man still planning to 
fight to the death for the triumph of national 
socialism, Breivik has hitherto evinced little 
enthusiasm for human rights. But after serv-
ing five years of his 21-year prison sentence in 
a Norwegian jail, he has developed a surpris-

ing interest in them. He has accused the Nor-
wegian government of breaching a clause in 
the European Convention on Human Rights 
that prohibits ‘inhuman or degrading treat-
ment or punishment’.

In court he spelt out how. He was given 
cold coffee and made to eat and drink from 
plastic cups and plates. He was held in isola-
tion and not allowed to see any of his Nazi 
friends. He wasn’t even allowed to publish 
books of Nazi propaganda. Worst of all — 
‘worse than waterboarding’, he said — he was 
made to eat microwaved ready meals. All this, 
in his view, amounted to torture.

Cold coffee, I agree, is depressing. But 
I’ve nothing against plastic cups and plates. 
And as far as microwaved meals are con-
cerned, I would consider it an infringement 
of my human rights if I weren’t allowed to put 
chicken tikka masala in my microwave oven. 
But anyway, we’re dealing here with a mass 
murderer whose treatment, in good old Nor-
way, is kinder than he could expect almost 
anywhere else in the world. He has three cells 
to wander among, a television set, a comput-
er, books, newspapers and so on.  

A state attorney, winding up for the gov-
ernment, described Breivik as an ‘attention-
hungry narcissist’ who has been found by 
doctors to be rather happy in jail, although 
he claims that the state ‘has been trying to 
kill me for five years’. The state’s methods, it 
must be said, are not as good as his when it 
comes to killing people. They involve letting 
him watch television programmes that, he 
says, he enjoys but cause him brain damage. 
This is a slower way of killing someone than 
shooting them.

So what do we conclude? One man’s meat 
is another man’s poison, one man’s human 
right is another man’s torture? Perhaps we 
should forget about having a bill of rights.

Breivik says the state is trying to kill 
him: it’s methods are not nearly as 

effective as his when it comes to killing
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Wild life 
Aidan Hartley

Laikipia
‘Awayoo,’ was how our head stockman 
Apurra said ‘how are you?’ in his texts from 
Pokot country, where I had sent him on a 
mission to search for thin tribal steers for us 
to buy. Now that we have plenty of pasture, 
we are looking for large-framed beasts that 
we can fatten and sell to the butchers. ‘Boss, 
Awayoo,’ Apurra’s message asks, with news 
that he has gathered a good mob of steers 
that are now being trekked to the farm.

When we first completed the elec-
tric fence, which now extends 15 kilome-
tres around the entire ranch perimeter, 
I thought that was largely the end of the 
game for wildlife. Electricity flows like a 
river, a 6,000-volt stream, enough to kill an 
entangled zebra. Claire and the children 
were dismayed that I aimed to exclude wild 
animals in favour of productivity. I, on the 
other hand, rejoiced when I observed how, 
inside the fence, the pasture grew thickly 
into a rippling sea of red oat grass. After 
prolonged rains that continued through 
January, we had 1,000 hectares of grazing 
in good heart. This was a completely differ-
ent picture from March of last year, when 
we were a dusty hell, overrun by scores of 
spearmen with their thousands of cattle. 
Though I expected the electric fence to 
stop the movement of game, the main aim 
was to prevent trespassing cattle and goats. 
The fence posts are just three feet high.

One evening I was on the farm bound-
ary when I saw a harem of about 30 impa-
la antelope leaping over the wire into us 
in a graceful ballet. Each night lion have 
been waking me up because they are sim-
ply crawling under the electric strands. 
One roared from a garden flowerbed so 
near my bedroom that I considered shut-
ting the windows in case it joined me under 
the duvet. On the plains I encountered a 
cheetah on the summit of an anthill, angri-
ly flicking his tail, presumably because the 
grass around him was so tall that he could 
not observe any animals to hunt. A resi-
dent leopard mauled one of our baby don-
keys. Reticulated giraffe, rare in the world 
today, walked by the house like sailboats 
rocking on a gentle sea. At the barn I rum-
bled a herd of eland that guiltily ran off 
after raiding my haystack. The rocky west 
corner of the farm is now so infested with 
buffalo that I dare not take my evening run 
through there. To top it off, the elephant 

are back. I came face-to-face with them in 
thick wooded bush, seeing first a tusk and 
a wall of wrinkly grey hide. Two huge bulls 
have taken up residence in the valley, hav-
ing broken through the fence as if it was 
cardboard, and to show their contempt for 
me they have made a point of pushing over 
a couple of trees in the garden.

Apurra’s cattle arrive without fanfare, 
a trekking line of skeletons emerging from 
between the dust devils of Pokot territo-
ry. Their crescent horns are too heavy and 
long for their narrow heads. Their hooves 
are so large they seem like children shuf-
fling around in their mothers’ shoes. Skins 
are scarred with brandings that cover their 
entire bodies with tribal designs of whorls, 
zigzags and zodiac symbols. Some of the tat-
toos are cut into zebra stripes, which make a 
cow look very odd indeed.

Apurra comes out of the dust, a long thin 
weapon of a man, his body like a spear, his 
head a bullet. He writes awayoo because his 
father did not send him to school. He’s dis-
gusted that he can’t spell or read properly 

and is passionate about his own children’s 
education. But what he knows about is cat-
tle, though these creatures look to me like 
a terrible mistake. Their bones are almost 
splitting through their hides worn hairless 
and bleeding. They shiver with hunger.

At dawn we are ready to work with 
them. We pack them into the crush and haul 
their heads up to check their teeth and then 
look at their feet. Pokot cattlemen stand 
about in all their finery, waving wooden 
wands, spitting and laughing in their wool-
ly hats, togas and tyre sandals. We weigh the 
cattle on the scale and I write a cheque for 
a huge amount of money. Then we dose the 
animals against worms, jab them against 
foot and mouth and lumpy skin disease — 
and brand them with our KH9 mark before 
sending them off to be dipped. By now I 
am drenched in cow spit and manure and 
the air is filled with the reek of burning hair 
from the branding.

The cattle will gain a kilo a day on our 
grass and we’ll sell them for slaughter at 
Christmas. It is hard to make any profit 
on them, but if the wildlife is to survive in 
northern Kenya then we have to trade with 
the nomadic tribes to buy in their cattle from 
overgrazed wastelands and reduce the bur-
den on pasture. The destruction of habitat 
— grazing in open spaces — is the greatest 
thing driving the decline in wild animals. Not 
poaching. The irony is that now we have pro-
tected our grass, we’re giving it away again 
to the animals that find security within our 
boundaries, where we are now packing in 
the cows.

Reticulated giraffe, rare in the world 
today, walked by the house like 
sailboats rocking on a gentle sea

Bridge 
Susanna Gross

Bridge players are a superstitious bunch. And 
I don’t just mean the steps they take to pre-
pare for matches — the lucky socks, the spe-
cial pens, the insistence on sitting North or 
South. No, even once the game has begun, 
many rely on strange sayings and beliefs to 
help them decide how to play. Different coun-
tries have different superstitions. In Russia, 
for instance, it is said that if ever you’re in 
doubt about what to lead, a diamond is best. 
In India, the mantra goes that the queen and 
nine of a suit are always in the same hand. In 
Norway, if you want to locate a queen, the 
golden rule is to assume the defender with 
the longest nose has it.

Perhaps the most famous superstition 
of all is the Rabbi’s Rule, which originated 
in America, though no one seems sure with 
which Rabbi. This states that the king of clubs 
is always singleton and offside. At last year’s 
European Champions Cup, Pierre Zimmer-
man, playing for Monaco, put the Rule to 
superb effect on this deal:

North led the 5 to the jack, queen and 
king. Zimmerman paused to think. South 
had not raised spades so it was unlikely he 
held four. North, presumably holding six, had 
made a simple overcall rather than a weak 
jump, suggesting he had a reasonable hand. 
Moreover, if South held the K that would 
give him 5 points and with three-card spade 
support he might have raised to 2 . Zimmer-
man made up his mind: he continued with the 

Q, which held, then ruffed a diamond and 
played the Q (just in case), putting up the 

A and felling North’s K. With a silent nod 
to the Rabbi, he drew the last trump, cashed 
the A, and when the 10 didn’t fall had to 
hope North had precisely AQ — bingo!

 Q J 

 J 9 6

 A K 9 3  

 A J 4 2 

West North East South 
1  1  Dble pass 
2NT pass 4  pass
4NT pass 6 all pass 

 10 7 2 

 10 5 3 2

 Q 8 4 2 

 10 8 

N
W E

S

 A 4 

 K 8 7 4   

 J 

 Q 9 7 6 5 3  

 K 9 8 6 5 3

 A Q

 10 7 6 5  

 K  

Dealer West None vulnerable
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Fischer had to try 34 ... Qg4. 35 Nd4 Now the 
monster e6 fork is unavoidable. 35 ... Qh4 36 
Rxf4 Rxf4 37 Ne6+ Kh8 38 Qd4+ R8f6 
Also losing are: a) 38 ... Kg8 39 Qg7 mate, b) 38 
... R4f6 39 Nxf8 and c) 38 ... Qf6 39 Rxf4 Qxd4 
40 Rxf8+ Kh7 41 Nxd4 leaves White up a rook 
and a knight. 39 Nxf4 Kh7 40 e5 dxe5 41 
Qd7+ Black resigns

Notes to the above game are based on those 
from the new book Tal: Move by Move by Cyrus 
Lakdawala, published by Everyman Chess.
    The current Candidates tournament in 
Moscow is nearing its conclusion. The general 
strategy among the leading players has been to 
wait for unforced errors, rather than go for the 
jugular in the style of Tal. (See puzzle.) 

With the proliferation of modern opening theory 
and advances in knowledge of the game, I wonder 
sometimes if the kind of coruscating brilliance and 
originality that Mikhail Tal possessed will ever be 
seen again. Tal, the ‘Wizard of Riga’, was able to 
summon up lightning attacks from the most 
unpromising-looking positions. Last week we saw 
one of Tal’s sparkling efforts from his Candidates 
tournament victory of 1959 — a sensational result 
which propelled him directly to a successful 
championship challenge against the redoubtable 
Botvinnik. This week, here is another of Tal’s wins 
from that qualifying event, one of his clean-sweep 
quartet that demolished Bobby Fischer.
 
Tal-Fischer: Candidates Tournament Bled/
Zagreb/Belgrade 1959; King’s Indian Defence
 
1 d4 Nf6 2 c4 g6 3 Nc3 Bg7 4 e4 d6 5 Be2 
0-0 6 Nf3 e5 7 d5 Nbd7 8 Bg5 h6 9 Bh4 a6 
10 Nd2 Qe8 11 0-0 Nh7 12 b4 Ng5 13 f3 
f5 14 Bf2 Qe7 We have a typical King’s Indian 
Defence set up. In this particular case White’s 
queenside initiative slightly eclipses Black’s 
kingside attacking chances. 15 Rc1 Nf6 16 c5 
Bd7 17 Qc2 Nh5 18 b5 Tal is quick to pick a 
fight, but objectively stronger is 18 Kh1 Nf4 19 
Bc4 (intending c6) 19 ... Kh8 20 Be3 with strong 
queenside pressure for White. 18 ... fxe4 19 
Ndxe4 Nxe4 20 fxe4 Nf4 21 c6 The 
queenside opens, but at the same time, Fischer 
begins to generate kingside play. 21 ... Qg5 22 
Bf3 bxc6 (see diagram 1) 23 dxc6 This move 
allows Black’s kingside play to flare up. Correct 
was the remarkable counterintuitive zwischenzug 
23 h4!! After 23 ... Nh3+ 24 Kh2 Qe7 25 Bg3! Nf4 
26 dxc6 Be8 27 a4 Bf6 28 Bxf4! exf4 29 Nd5 Qd8 
30 b6! Bd4 31 Kh3! cxb6 32 Bg4! suddenly c7 is 
coming and Black is busted. 23 ... Bg4 24 Bxg4 
Qxg4 25 Be3 axb5 26 Bxf4 exf4 27 Nxb5 
Rf7 Too slow. 27 ... f3! is fine for Black. 28 Qc4 
Rc8 Fischer goes passive and begins to lose the 
thread of the position, as the initiative swings to 
White. Black’s rook needs to remain on the a-file 
to try and slow White’s passed a-pawn. Therefore 
necessary was 28 ... Kf8. 29 Rf3 Be5 30 Rcf1 
Kg7 31 a4 Ra8 32 Kh1 Qg5 33 g3 Raf8 34 
gxf4 (see diagram 2) 34 ... Bxf4 This move 
enhances the pin on the f-file. After 34 ... Rxf4?? 
35 Nxc7 a mega fork on e6 can’t be prevented, so 

In Competition No. 2940 you were invited to 
supply Dr Seuss’s take on the US presiden-
tial race.

Given his taste for taking down bullies, 
tyrants and hypocrites, it seems unlikely that 
Theodor Geisel would have been a fan of the 
frontrunner for the Republican nomination, 
who, as might be expected, loomed large in 
your submissions. 

It was a tall order to ape Seuss’s imagi-
native, subversive genius but you produced 
a lively and varied entry. Commendations to 
Mae Scanlan, Frank Upton, Brian Allgar and 
Alan Millard. Those printed below take £25; 
Chris O’Carroll pockets £30.

McTrumpeter trumpets, ‘I’m born to be Prez!
I say the things no other candidate sez!
I’m richer than God! I’m a TV star, too!
And I’ve got a giant-sized Whang-Dangle-Doo!
 
‘I hate everyone who’s a bad shade of brown.
I’m keeping them out and I’m keeping them 
 down.
I built a casino and I’ll build a wall,
And my Zingle-McSwingle’s the biggest of all!
 
‘Mussolini and Putin are OK by me,
So hand me the reins of the Land of the Free.
I’ll make us great again! Buy this cool cap,
And check out the size of my Whatzamawhap!
 
‘My fans shrug it off when I traffic in lies.
I’m all about winning! I’m all about size!
So vote for the flagpole that’s bigger than big,
McTrumpeter’s Super Badoinkamajig!’
Chris O’Carroll

I have no time for Donald Trump.
I do not like his wobbly rump.
I cannot stand his crazy hair
And what is in his underwear
I do not know and do not care
I never plan to see him bare
I hate the hate his speech incites 
I loathe the dirty way he fights
The sight of him can make me itch
He’s much too smug and far too rich
I can’t abide his entourage,
His dress sense and his persiflage
And furthermore I derogate
The aforementioned stream of hate
A man without a decent thought
Is Hillary the last resort?
Basil Ransome-Davies

There are people who live in a land far away
and Sam says they’re folks of the Youess of Eh.
In the mirror they holler, ‘Hey, hip, hip, hooray,
we’re the Earth’s greatest nation,’ and, ‘Yippee 
 aye ay!’

But the Youess of Eh needs a leader who’s bold,
a gun-toting cowboy who’ll bring back the old
days when its army’s artillery rolled
and its glorious dead were a sight to behold.

Over two hundred million all value their vote

PUZZLE NO. 401

White to play. This is from Karjakin-Nakamura, 
Fidé Candidates, Moscow 2016. Hikaru  Nakamura 
has just implemented an ingenious combination 
to win material, but he has not foreseen White’s 
counterattack. What has he missed? Answers via 
email to victoria@spectator.co.uk, by Tuesday 29 
March. There is a prize of £20 for the first cor-
rect answer out of a hat. Please include a postal 
address and allow six weeks for prize delivery.

Last week’s solution 1 Rff8
Last week’s winner Peter Musiol, Gateshead

Chess 
Tal story  
Raymond Keene

Competition 
Seuss talk  
Lucy Vickery

WDWDW4WD 
DW0WDriW 
WDP0WDp0 
DNDWgW1W 
PDQDP)WD 
DWDWDRDW 
WDWDWDW) 
DWDWDRDK 

WDWDW4WD 
DW0WDriW 
WDP0WDp0 
DNDWgW1W 
PDQDP)WD 
DWDWDRDW 
WDWDWDW) 
DWDWDRDK 

WDWDrDkD 
DbDWDp0p 
pDWDWDWD 
DpDpDWDW 
W)W)WDW) 
)WDqDW)W 
WDWDW!BD 
DW$WDWIW 

rDWDW4kD 
DW0bDWgW 
pDp0WDp0 
DPDP0W1W 
WDWDPhWD 
DWHWDBDW 
PDQDWGP) 
DW$WDRIW 

Diagram 1

Diagram 2
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  Across
 1 Builders’ aid marketed 

outside greasy spoon in 
Gabon (11)

 7 Chap who’s affected 
flashy older people, 
primarily (3)

 13 Parts of heart sometimes 
rum and Asti pepped up 
(7)

 15 Barlow’s holding Deirdre, 
finally laments (5)

 16 Thinks the duck had 
returned (5)

 17 Sale is arranged for 
French bundle (6)

 18 Angry marauder topped 
(5)

 21 Bird circling round a 
fenced enclosure (5)

 22 Old advice about dry 
plonk (3,4)

 27 Back to bad old ways, is 
drinking again, we’re told 
(7)

 29 March 7th, say, is a largely 
extraordinary thing (5)

 32 Knowing engagement will 
follow a romance in the 
end (5)

 34 Sticky small bit of 
Elastoplast girl holds (6)

 37 Almost the most 
insignificant stretches of 
water (5)

 38 Display case with peculiar 
rivet in (7)

 39 Unending severe wind (6)
 41 Brought up in most of 

county in built-up 
surroundings out east 
(11)

  Down
 1 Document’s details causing 

row about pedestrian area 
(10, two words)

 2 Attacks top class 40s car 
first (8, two words)

 4 Mislay a single pod 
broadcast and become 
flustered (12, three words)

 5 List that is including edited 
version of Times (7)

 6 No precise boundaries 
where pensioners live?  
(8, two words)

 12 A new clergyman from the 
mountains (6)

 14 Dubya’s brother and 
government with a letter 
concerning FBI chief 

  (12, three components)
 19 Yes! Helped a poor lazy 

fellow (10)
 21 Distance of trek — round 

mile, roughly (9)
 23 Bird showing passion 

during display (8)
 24 His hobby’s a buzz! (8)
 25 Rose with weapon, we’re 

told (6)
 26 Ineffective advice to the 

extravagant (7)
 31 Some clear science lessons 

in Scotland (5)
 35 Novel heroine rising in the 

morning before me (4)

 A first prize of £30 for the first 
correct solution opened on 
11 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 —  
circle the word ‘dictionary’.) 
Entries to: Crossword 2253, 
The Spectator, 22 Old Queen 
Street, London SW1H 9HP. 
Please allow six weeks for prize 
delivery.

Crossword 
2253: Your 
starter for ten  
by Doc

for they think every ballot might trigger a moat
or a wall at their borders, allow them to gloat
and put the less fortunate back in their boat.

But the leadership race of the Youess of Eh
has become an embarrassing public display
of bawdy buffoonery. Sam and I say,
‘I hope that they stay in that land far away.’
John Beaton

The Snickertees say you should vote for their gal,
But the Trumplebees say you should plump for 
 their pal —
How can you choose between Hillbilly Grinch,
And the Nabob of Gob? Why folks, it’s a cinch!
Weigh both the runners on very large scales —
Catch all their long words in very large pails —
Measure each promise (by foot or by metre),
And test all their lies (say, which one is 
 sweeter?)
How did you find them? As broad as they’re long?
Well, now you can choose what is right, what is 
 wrong.
Look at their heads! Do you care for their 
 lacquers?
Which holds up best? Will they pay any backers?
Now you see best what’s the best way to vote!
Don’t feed the goat with the gall in his throat,
But don’t back the nanny who noddles her ninny
(Her hub was a slub and his whine is her 
 whinny).
Bill Greenwell

Do not tell me election news;
To hear this stuff I do not choose.
Stop analysing Utah, please
And never mention primaries.
Do not tell me of a poll.
Do not write another col.
Do not on the radio
Explain what I don’t want to know.
Do not on the internet
Say what I wish I could forget.
Do not draw a diagram
Of voting trends in Alabam.
I am fed up ad nauseam
With Mr Trump the big I-Am,
Who is a bully and a ham,
And up is how you ought to clam.
George Simmers

The nation was angry. It couldn’t take more.
It said, ‘We can choose the same fools, but what 
 for?
I don’t want to vote for another big phoney!
I don’t want to vote for a billionaire’s crony!
No, we won’t stand for it! No, we will not!
We’ve tried politicians . . . what else have you got?
The man with the orange complexion seems fun.
Clinton? Too retro. And Bush? It’s been done.
Just give me a man who’s a pig just like me!
A man who will crap on the kings of PC!
Stop loving the immigrants! Teach us to hate
 again!
With Trump we will soon make America great 
 again!’
Robert Schechter

NO 2943: MISMATCH 

You are invited to submit an extract from a 
review of a well-known work of literature that 
has been written by a comically inappropriate 
reviewer. Please email entries of up to 150 
words to lucy@spectator.co.uk by midday 
on 6 April. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8

9 10 11 12

13 14 15

16

17 18 19

20 21

22 23 24

25 26 27 28

29 30 31

32 33 34

35 36

37 38

39

40 41

SOLUTION TO 2250: KNAVISH 

The unclued lights can be preceded by JACK.

First prize Margaret Lusk, Preston, Lancs
Runners-up P.D.H. Riddell, London SE23;  
Derek Willan, Gosport, Hants

Name    
 
Address   

  

  

  

Email  

 

One ‘unclued’ light, as the title 
suggests, can be paired (on one 
occasion twice) with each of 
the other unclued lights, (one 
of two words), all verifiable 
in Brewer. Alphabetical order 
takes priority in the unclued 
solution at 36A. 
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If looks could kill, I would have 
resembled an extra in a Quentin 
 Tarantino movie.

One of the reasons I’m OK about 
leaving the children to fend for them-
selves is because my parents were so 
cavalier with me. When I was ten I 
was doing a paper round and walking 
to and from primary school by myself. 
Admittedly this was in Highgate, not 
Peckham, but the school was over a 
mile away and the journey involved 
plenty of main roads and a shortcut 
through a council estate. It would 
never have occurred to my parents to 
put me on a bus, let alone take me in 
the car. 

I remember coming back from 
school one day to find two intrud-
ers in the empty house. Luckily, they 
ran out of the back door when I let 
myself in the front, but it could have 
gone another way. When my mum 
got home about an hour later, the 
police were already there, dusting for 
 fingerprints — I dialled 999 as soon as 
I realised we’d been burgled.

I suppose in some families this 
would have led to a reassessment of 
the childcare arrangements, but not 
ours. I enjoyed the whole  experience 
immensely and it confirmed my 
mother’s view that I was capable of 
looking after myself. In any event, 
as she said: ‘Lightning never strikes 
twice in the same place.’

I think my mum had the right 
idea, but I’ve never been able to con-
vince Caroline of this and I can see 
her point. One of the main arguments 
for being a laissez-faire parent is that 
it teaches your children to weigh up 
risks and act responsibly, but my own 
upbringing didn’t exactly have that 
effect. When I first studied econom-

According to figures obtained 
by BBC Breakfast  last 
week, more than 500 peo-

ple were arrested in England and 
Wales in 2014–15 for leaving children 
 unattended. In the majority of cases, 
the children concerned were aged ten 
or under, but some parents got into 
trouble for leaving their 15-year-olds 
home alone. It’s hard not to conclude 
that the police are being a bit heavy-
handed, trying to take on responsi-
bility for something that properly 
belongs to parents.

As regular readers will know, 
 Caroline and I have four children 
aged 12 and under and we don’t see 
eye to eye about this. Her level of 
anxiety about the various  disasters 
that might befall them is about 
average for a west London yummy 
mummy, whereas I’m at the intensely 
relaxed end of the spectrum.

For instance, it’s our 15th wed-
ding anniversary coming up and I 
 suggested we spend a long weekend 
in Les Trois Vallées. We both used 
to ski regularly, but since Sasha was 
born in 2003 we’ve been only once, 
and that was a disaster.

‘What about the kids?’ she asked.
‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘Sasha can 

look after the boys and we can get 
a neighbour to check up on them. 
They’ll be fine.’

ics at university I was amazed to dis-
cover that rational human beings 
were only allowed to have two atti-
tudes to risk: risk-averse and risk-
neutral. ‘What about risk-positive?’ I 
asked. My economics tutor gave me a 
 puzzled look and I explained that if a 
particular activity was  dangerous — if 
there was a high chance it could lead 
to sudden, violent death — I found 
it more appealing. ‘That doesn’t 
fall within the spectrum of rational 
behaviour,’ he said.

It was several years before I was 
able to persuade Caroline that it 
was OK for her to go away for the 
weekend, leaving the kids in my care. 
When she eventually did, she phoned 
and texted throughout and I told her 
everything was fine. I thought it was, 
too, but on her return she discovered 
that my definition of ‘fine’ wasn’t the 
same as hers. The three boys merrily 
told her that on Saturday morning I’d 
taken them to Westfield, the second- 
largest shopping centre in the UK, 
and promptly ‘lost’ them. That was a 
complete exaggeration, I protested. 
I’d only mislaid them for half an hour 
and I found them all playing video 
games in the Apple store, as happy 
as Larry. Needless to say, she hasn’t 
taken another weekend break since.

I’m still holding out hope for the 
ski trip. We have a new au pair called 
Anna, employed solely to look after 
our Vizsla puppy, and I think I’ve 
 convinced Caroline that if we leave 
the dog with her sister, Anna can 
cope with the children. Now all I have 
to do is persuade her I won’t be too 
‘risk-positive’ on the slopes. 

 
Toby Young is associate editor of  
The Spectator.

Status Anxiety 
Why I’d like to be  
a more dangerous dad 
Toby Young 

MICHAEL HEATH

I came back 
from school 
one day to find 
two intruders 
in the house... 
I enjoyed 
the whole 
 experience 
immensely
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follow my satnav’s advice slavishly.) 
Why was this?

Actually, I didn’t know at first — 
my decision to take the slower A25 
was instinctive, not consciously rea-
soned. But, on reflection, I now real-
ise that my instincts were right and 
my satnav was wrong. Gut Feeling 1, 
Silicon 0.

This is because the nature of the 
two journeys was totally different. 
On the way home, I simply wanted 
to get home by the quickest expected 
route — and so the satnav’s thoughts 
coincided with my own. On the way 
out, however, I did not want the fast-
est route: I needed the route which 
was least likely to cause me to miss 
my plane. 

This was not an optimisation prob-
lem: I didn’t need the fastest average 
route, but a route with a low variance 
and a high level of autonomy. Yes, 90 
per cent of the time the M25 is ten 
minutes quicker than the A25, but 
if, say, a lorry jackknifes at Clacket 
Lane, you are stuck for an hour with 
nowhere else to go. On the A25, I 
know I’ll arrive at Gatwick ten min-
utes later, but rarely more than that. 
And, if the A25 is congested, there 
are plenty of back roads to try.

So when you have to catch a plane, 
a satnav provides a perfectly pre-
cise and logical answer to the wrong 
 question.

One of the risks of demanding 
that all decision-making should be 

In many ways a satnav is a miracu-
lous device. A network of US mil-
itary satellites more than 10,000 

miles above the surface of the Earth, 
each broadcasting a signal with lit-
tle more power than a 100-watt light 
bulb, allows a device in your satnav 
or mobile phone to triangulate your 
location on the ground to within 
seven yards or so. The system is so 
finely tuned that the clocks aboard 
the satellites must be calibrated to 
run 38 microseconds a day slower 
than Earth time to correct for the 
effects of general and special relativ-
ity. This allows your phone to know 
your location and, after factoring in 
real-time traffic information, to cal-
culate the quickest route to any des-
tination with an astonishing degree of 
precision.

And yet, after all that, I still ignore 
the advice from my satnav quite a lot.

A few weeks ago, for instance, I 
had to drive to Gatwick to catch a 
flight. The satnav told me to take the 
M25. I ignored it, and instinctively 
took the A25 instead. (On the way 
home, by contrast, I was happy to 

perfectly rational is that you often 
achieve an apparent rational consist-
ency at the price of either narrowing 
your frame of reference or distorting 
the question. Human instinct has not 
evolved to find a perfectly optimal 
answer to a narrow question; it exists 
to find pretty good and reliably non-
catastrophic answers to wide-context 
questions, often combining many 
forms of incompatible information. 
Its job is to be vaguely right, rather 
than precisely wrong.

This is why it is absurd to deni-
grate people for deciding their vote 
on the Brexit referendum ‘simply 
using their emotions’. A question 
like this cannot and should not be 
answered any other way. The only 
way you can answer the question 
‘rationally’ is by misrepresenting the 
question — as if it is simply a matter 
of maximising economic efficiency. 
If that were the only question, there 
might be a single right answer, just 
as the M25 is the best way for me to 
get home. But we need to consider 
more than that: which is more likely 
to go catastrophically wrong — in or 
out? Which offers more autonomy — 
in or out? What is the value of that 
autonomy? Much as our overeducat-
ed, technocratic elite want to pretend 
otherwise, this is a decision for Kirk, 
not Spock.

Rory Sutherland is vice-chairman  
of Ogilvy Group UK.

Q. I was interested in the advice 
given to the niece who owed 
£30 (12 March). A more direct 
option, which I have had to use in 
the past, is: ‘Have you forgotten 
about the £50 I loaned you?’ 
The response I received was, ‘I 
thought it was £30?’ To which I 
replied: ‘Oh. You hadn’t forgotten 
then.’
— V.S., Watford, Herts

A. Many thanks for this forthright 
variant on the earlier solution.

Q. I have from time to time had 

various discussions with my wife 
over the sleeping arrangements 
of my children with their 
girlfriends and boyfriends when 
they come home. Needless to 
say we disagree. I am rather 
keener on proprieties being 
observed than she is. That is but 
nothing, however, compared with 
vexed question of the sleeping 
arrangements of my widowed 
mother and her new ‘(boy)-
friend’ (both in their eighties). 
They are coming to stay shortly. 
Could you advise on how I 
approach the delicate question of 
whether we should be making up 
one or two bedrooms?
— P.W., Oxford

A. You shouldn’t approach 
the question at all. It would be 
undignified for your mother to be 
interrogated by her own son on 
such a private matter. Just prepare 

two bedrooms — as you might 
easily do for snoring couples 
in their forties — and, as you 
show them to the rooms,  make 
no comment or explanation for 
having done so. Your mother and 
her boyfriend will in any case be 
more comfortable in two rooms 
and it can be left up to them 
whether they choose to corridor- 
creep or not.

Q. For the first time in my life 
my like-minded friends are riven 
with argument over a voting 
issue, Brexit. It is impossible to 
ignore the elephant in the room. 
How can one best navigate 
this unwelcome tempest and 
remain friends both before and, 
more importantly, after the 
referendum?
— J.P., Shropshire

A. You might take a tip from 

one host, a famed facilitator 
of country-house diplomacy. 
Following a particularly raucous 
row over dinner, he has decreed 
that his guests are welcome to 
discuss Brexit, although they may 
only do so after dinner and also 
only if they go into the garden, 
like smokers, to do so. He flags 
up his diktat when guests arrive 
by indicating a modified ‘Exit’ 
sign on said garden door showing 
where the discussions must take 
place. If and when the dreaded 
topic comes up, his experience is 
that guests will happily go outside 
to thrash the issues through 
but the discomfort of the chilly 
nether regions means that they 
manage to wind up the arguments 
more swiftly than would be the 
case were they lolling back on 
sofas in front of crackling log 
fires with their glasses being 
constantly refilled.

The Wiki Man 
Directions your phone 
can’t give you 
Rory Sutherland

When you 
have to catch  
a plane, 
satnav 
provides  
a perfectly 
precise and 
logical answer 
to the wrong 
question 
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in a plunging neckline and a skirt so 
short that the vulgar might have called 
it a manhole cover. Indoors, there was 
a fug of smoke, plus excellent food 
at €9 for three courses. The main one 
would often be a boeuf bourguignon, 
rich and unctuous, just like grandmère 
would have made. There was no choice 
of final dish: merely generous access to 
a cheeseboard that would have graced 
a multi-rosetted restaurant. Plentiful, 
satisfying and cheap, the wine came in 
unlabelled bottles, usually the declas-
sified product of a serious vineyard, 
no doubt bought at mates’ rates. The 
breathalyser had not yet impinged on 
the camionneurs’ consciousness. God 
knows how the place made a profit, 
but I am sure that it sold nothing but 
food. Although le patron was endless-
ly genial, he was built like a prop for-
ward. Anyway and alas, the place is no 
more, while Kentucky Fried Chicken 
atrocities proliferate.

But the best parts of Burgundy are 
unchanging. Many vineyards have cel-
lars like the crypts of Romanesque 
churches, with masonry that looks as 
if ancient stones had been reused. The 
ceilings are blackened, by yeast from 
the wine and by the breath of oeno-
philes over the centuries, plus the webs 

It was a scene evoking the first 
movement of the Pastoral Sym-
phony. The evening sunshine was 

caressing the verdant woods at the 
top of a hill. It was only a low hill; 
there seemed nothing especial about 
this sweet rural scene. But just below 
the woods, the upper slopes contain 
some of the most valuable agricultur-
al land in the world, producing mag-
nificent wine. We were looking up 
from Gevrey-Chambertin towards 
the domain of the grands crus.

Not everything was as joyous in 
recent years, Dijon has expanded. 
France, with the same population, is 
two and a half times as large as the 
UK, so land is cheap. There is nothing 
to discourage the shapeless sprawl that 
disfigures the surroundings of many 
US cities: garages, car showrooms and 
— worst of all — fast-food outlets. 

There used to be a wonderful res-
taurant on the main road at Morey- 
St-Denis. Largely for lorry drivers, 
it was run by a splendid couple. At 
lunchtime, in order to entice custom-
ers, Madame, a lady of a certain age, 
would parade outside in all weathers, 

of long-dead spiders. Quite often there 
are no spittoons. You spit on the gravel 
beneath the racks of barrels. 

The crypt-like appearance is appro-
priate. Wine-making has a sacramen-
tal quality. To produce it, the vignerons 
are consecrating the blood of the soil, 
in pursuit of a Burgundian Holy Grail. 
This is why wine cellars are glorious 
places that always inspire good talk. 
The stories circulated with the glasses. 
An elderly wine merchant was advis-
ing a new recruit: ‘Remember, lad, a 
glimpse at the label is worth 20 years 
in the trade.’ There are two rich and 
successful Yorkshire businessmen, 
considerable oenophiles with cellars to 
match, who still talk broad Yorkshire 
because they would hate anyone to 
think they had grown soft and south-
ern. It also helps to intimidate London 
bankers. On wine, they are endlessly 
rivalrous and try never to agree about 
anything. In a recent argument, one 
said to the other: ‘You can’t be a label 
fucker all your life.’

The rest of us had come to Bur-
gundy in a trip organised by Richard 
Berkley-Matthews of Clarion Wines 
to address a vital intellectual question. 
There has been a general assumption 
that 2015 will be a great vintage. This 
led a lot of buyers to overlook the ’14s. 
There is no question that the ’15s are 
full of fruit and power. But some of 
us concluded that the 2014s might be 
even better. They had subtlety, miner-
ality and above all, harmony between 
acid and fruit, like a mailed fist in a 
silken glove.

In the next column, I shall go 
into detail, about the bottles and the 
 vignerons. For the interim, amateurs of 
Burgundy should think 2014. 

Drink 
On the trail of a Holy Grail 
Bruce Anderson

Madame 
would parade 
outside in all 
weathers in 
a plunging 
neckline and 
short skirt

‘Still I’m called Buttercup —
poor little Buttercup,’ sang my 
husband in an inappropriate and 
displeasing baritone. Not wishing 
to encourage him, I simply said: 
‘Darling, it’s butterbump.’

A furniture company called 
Loaf has been advertising 
‘butterbump sofas’, supposedly 
named for their bringing out 
customers in a cross between 
goosebumps and butterflies. It 
doesn’t sound a very agreeable 
sensation. The sofas in question 
have buttons deeply indenting the 
upholstery in a quincunx pattern.

I suspect the sofa- marketing 
department hopes to charm 
shoppers with the word 

butterbump, just as some people 
take pleasure in serendipity and 
hagrid. But butterbump is no 
neologism. It exists as an old 
name for a bittern. Tennyson used 
the word in his strange poem 
‘Northern Farmer: Old Style’, 
which in 1869 The Spectator 
praised most highly. The dying 
farmer remembers a ‘boggle’ in 
waste land making a noise ‘moäst 
loike a butter-bump’. Heaven 
knows what accent Tennyson was 
trying to reproduce — perhaps a 

Lincolnshire dialect.
Butterbump is ‘bittern’, 

then, and in origin doubly so. 
The butter element, sometimes 
bitter, means ‘bittern’. The bump 
means the ‘boom of the bittern’. 
Bittern comes from Old French 
butor, of obscure derivation. But 
in medieval Latin, this name 
was refashioned as bos-taurus, 
because Pliny wrote of ‘a bird 
called Taurus (because it loweth 
like a Bull or Cow, for otherwise 
a small bird it is)’, as Philemon 
Holland translated it in 1601.

Goosebumps is an 
Americanism available since the 
1930s for what in English has 
long been called gooseflesh or 

horripilation. Tennyson’s rival 
Browning, in The Ring and the 
Book, has a lawyer on a cold day 
thinking of his client, Guido in 
prison, ‘all goose-flesh in his hole’. 
No sofa for him.

As for butterflies in the 
stomach, the phrase is unknown 
before 1908. The family language 
called ‘Glynnese’ used by the 
Lytteltons and Gladstones used 
the phrase bathing feel for the 
sensation. In 1841, Gladstone, 
on being asked how he felt on 
becoming vice-president of the 
Board of Trade, replied: ‘Bathing 
feel’. It did not make him rush out 
and buy a sofa. 

  — Dot Wordsworth

MIND YOUR LANGUAGE

Butterbump
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Winemaker’s lunch  
with Beltrán Domecq

Join us in the Spectator boardroom for the next in this year’s 
series of Spectator Winemaker lunches with Beltrán Domecq, 
President of the Consejo Regulardor de D.O. Jerez/Sherry.

Over a delicious three-course cold lunch provided by Forman & 
Field, Beltrán will introduce and discuss all manner of sherries, 
from bone-dry, salty, tangy Finos and Manzanillas to golden, 
nutty Amontillados, full, flavoursome Olorosos and coal-black, 
richly sweet, unctuous Pedro Ximénezes.

There really is a sherry for all occasions and this promises 
to be a heavily over-subscribed lunch, so book now to avoid 
disappointment.
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www.spectator.co.uk/sherry 
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St George’s Day Tour and  
Lunch at Chapel Down

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.

13.30: Chapel Down drinks reception followed by a six-course 
tasting menu paired with Chapel Down wines at the Swan 
Wine Kitchen.

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

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  T N 3 0  7 N G

T O  B O O K

www.spectator.co.uk/chapeldown 
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