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A fortnight ago, the energy minister, 
Andrea Lead som, declared grand-
ly that Britain, alone in the world, 

would commit to a target of reducing net 
carbon emissions to zero. ‘The question is 
not whether but how we do it,’ she told Par-
liament. It is now becoming painfully clear 
how this target will be reached: not by elimi-
nating our carbon emissions but by export-
ing them, along with thousands of jobs and 
much of our manufacturing industry.

This week, Tata Steel announced that its 
entire UK business is to be put up for sale. 
That came after Stephen Kinnock, whose 
South Wales constituency includes Tata’s 
giant plant at Port Talbot, joined a union del-
egation to the headquarters of Tata Steel in 
India to beg the company to keep the plant 
open. Some 750 job losses have already 
been announced there; more than 1,000 jobs, 
including these, will be lost across Britain as 
our steel industry struggles to compete with 
lower-cost producers overseas. 

David Cameron’s government said it 
would consider support — which is  ironic, 
given its role in Tata’s problems. Yes, steel 
prices have collapsed worldwide — but 
the other factor that Tata has mentioned is 
energy costs. Britain has the highest ener-
gy costs in Europe, thanks to decisions 
taken not in Brussels but in Whitehall. 
 Crusaders like Ms Leadsom have, over the 
years, made sure that our manufacturers 
feel the force of green  levies, unlike Ger-
many, which exempts its own industry. The 
idea is that by making energy more expen-
sive, people are encouraged to use less of 
it. This is working very effectively, as the 
soon-to-be-unemployed Welsh steelworkers 
will attest. If the plant closes, carbon emis-
sions in Port Talbot will fall  dramatically.

Mr Kinnock has been a staunch defend-
er of the plant, as one might expect, given 
its importance to many of the voters who 
elected him. But he can’t bring himself to 

admit that crippling energy prices, caused 
by taxes and levies designed to help Britain 
meet its self-imposed and unilateral carbon- 
reduction targets, have worsened Tata’s 
problems in Britain. 

Addressing Parliament in February, Mr 
Kinnock hardly mentioned energy costs at 
all, demanding instead that the government 
try to save the plant by imposing tariffs on 
steel imported from China. It has become 
received wisdom — especially among sec-
tions of the Eurosceptic right — that the 
Chinese are out to ruin our steel industry by 
‘dumping’ steel on our market and there’s 

nothing we can do about it because of EU 
rules. While it’s true that the EU has control 
of trade tariffs, it does more than its fair share 
of slapping tariffs on Chinese goods, often to 
the detriment of consumers. 

All European producers face much high-
er costs than Chinese steelmakers thanks to 
the EU Emissions Trading System. But Brit-
ain imposes its own green taxes on top of 
this in the form of the Carbon Price Floor 
and the Renewables Obligation — an epic 
act of self-harm. Tata points out that its 
energy costs for running steel plants in Brit-
ain are 25 per cent more than they would be 
in Germany and 50 per cent more than they 
would be in France. This is due to decisions 
by the UK government to spread the pain 
of green tariffs so that businesses are hit as 
hard as consumers.

Five years ago, when George Osborne 
was still promising to rebalance the econo-
my and championing his ‘march of the mak-
ers’, he seemed to appreciate the danger that 
green levies posed to steel and other impor-
tant British industries. In his autumn state-
ment of that year, he announced his intention 

to introduce a tax rebate for energy inten-
sive industries to compensate them for high- 
energy costs. It was to be introduced in 2013 
and would be worth £250 million. 

Yet industry is still waiting for the money. 
The proposal, it turned out, conflicted with 
EU rules about state aid and required 
approval. The haggling over this finished 
only recently.

There is, of course, a better way to reduce 
energy costs for industry and it wouldn’t 
involve having to grovel to Brussels to get 
permission. Moreover, it would help all indus-
tries, not just the ones that are big enough 
to satisfy the arbitrary definition of an 
‘ energy-intensive industry’. It is to reduce 
 carbon taxes and levies for everyone.

Desirable though it is to reduce carbon 
emissions, there is no point in committing 
Britain to stringent carbon-reduction  targets 
if other countries do not do the same. But 
this hasn’t yet dawned on the government, 
nor on the main opposition parties. Our poli-
cies have a minimal effect on global warming 
but a profound effect on communities such as 
Port Talbot — not to mention the households 
of those in fuel poverty. Raising fuel bills has 
a real human cost. The ONS estimated some 
40,000 British pensioners died from the cold 
in the winter of 2014/15, yet it seems that was 
not enough to start a debate about the cost 
of fuel bills.

If manufacturing simply transfers abroad, 
that won’t do a thing to reduce global carbon 
emissions. It is pure industrial suicide. David 
Cameron’s government is now considering 
what it can do to help the steelworks. He 
ought to have thought it all through more 
carefully before signing up to Ed Miliband’s 
Climate Change Act. The prospects for Brit-
ish factories will improve when we stop 
blaming the Chinese for being so competi-
tive and realise that the problem lies not in 
Beijing, but at the Treasury and the Depart-
ment for Energy and Climate Change.

Power failure

Britain has the highest energy costs  
in Europe, thanks to decisions taken 

not in Brussels but in Whitehall
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Gary Dexter, who writes 
about reciting poetry on p. 18, 
used to write The Spectator’s 
‘Alternative reading’ column. 
He recites at weddings, and 
also offers flute lessons: see 
garydexter.co.uk.

Henry Jeffreys, who laments 
his moth problems on p. 24, is 
the author of a history in 12 
alcoholic drinks, Empire of 
Booze. It will be published in 
November.

Stephen Bayley’s Death 
Drive: There Are No Accidents 
was published last month. 
In our lead book review on 
p. 30, he considers Robert 
Mapplethorpe.

Marcus Nevitt (Books, 
p. 32), is senior lecturer in 
renaissance literature at the 
University of Sheffield. He’s 
working on books about 
17th-century news-writing and 
William Davenant.

Lucy Ellmann is a novelist 
and editor at the Fiction 
Atelier. Her latest novel is 
Mimi. She takes Daniel Clowes 
to task on p. 34.

CONTRIBUTORS

A referendum debate is like an 
irregular verb: I am rational, you 
are misguided, he is deluded
Alex Massie, p14

In the 18th century New York 
punished sodomy with death. 
By the 1970s, it was positively 
fashionable, like a ten-speed bike  
or a bread-making machine
Stephen Bayley, p30

Eddie the Eagle is a biopic so 
drenched in cheerful clichés about 
the British class system that it is a 
kind of Downton Abbey on skis
Francesca Steele, p47

Responses to terror, p11

The bashing of Boris, p10 and p17
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bleeding on the brain during a fight to 
defend his British middleweight boxing title, 
which was stopped when his eye swelled up.

Four out of ten removals of foreign 
criminals and immigration offenders 

are cancelled, according to a report by the 
Independent Chief Inspector of Borders 
and Immigration, which found that more 
than 33,000 airline tickets were cancelled 
in 18 months. A seven-year-old girl from 
Norwich died when a bouncy castle in 
Harlow, Essex, blew away. Junior doctors 
in England announced two days of strikes 
in April from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., which will 
include emergency care. The accident and 
emergency department at James Cook 
University Hospital in Middlesbrough 
complained of people seeking treatment 
for having eaten too many Easter eggs.

Abroad 

On Easter day, more than 70 people, 
many of them children, were killed 

and 300 wounded in a park in Lahore, the 
capital of Pakistan’s Punjab region, by a 
bomb which Jamaat-ul-Ahrar (a splinter 
group of the Taleban) said it had directed 
against Christians. The Syrian army, backed 
by Russian warplanes, retook from the 
Islamic State the city of Palmyra and its 
adjoining ancient archaeological remains, 
where the Roman theatre and many 
standing columns were found to be intact. 
A lone Egyptian hijacker wearing a fake 
suicide belt forced a domestic flight to land 
in Cyprus and made ‘incoherent demands’ 
before being arrested. The number of lynx 
in Spain rose above 400.

F aycal Cheffou, the only person arrested 
and charged with involvement in the 

Brussels attacks that killed 32 people, was 
released for lack of evidence. A man named 
as Abderamane A, shot in the leg and 
arrested at a tram stop in the Schaerbeek 
area of Brussels, was charged over a foiled 
plot to attack Paris, along with another 
man known as Rabah N. Turkey said that 
Ibrahim El Bakraoui, who with his brother 
Khalid was thought to have been blown up 
in setting off bombs at Brussels airport, had 
been caught in June at the Turkish-Syrian 
border, and deported to Holland, which, 
with Belgium, was warned that he was a 
‘foreign terrorist fighter’. Johan Cruyff, the 
Dutch footballer, died, aged 68. Maserati 
recalled nearly 21,000 cars in China to 
adjust the accelerator pedal. 

R adovan Karadzic, the former Bosnian 
Serb leader, was sentenced to 40 years 

in prison for genocide and crimes against 
humanity during the Bosnian war of 
1992–95. A request by Argentina to extend 
its territorial waters to 350 nautical miles, 
which would envelope the Falkland 
islands, was granted in a non-binding way 
by the Commission on the Limits of the 
Continental Shelf set up under the 1982 
United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea. In a 1,500-word letter to the state-
run newspaper Granma, Fidel Castro, the 
former ruler of Cuba, aged 89, said he had 
not been much impressed by the visit of 
President Barack Obama of the United 
States. New Zealanders voted by 56.6 to 
43.2 per cent to keep their flag featuring 
the Union flag in the canton, rather than 
replace it with a silver fern emblem.  CSH

Home 

The Indian company Tata decided to 
sell its entire steel business in Britain, 

putting more than 15,000 jobs in jeopardy. 
The buy-to-let business was squashed 
by the Prudential Regulation Authority 
imposing more stringent borrowing criteria 
in parallel with an increase in stamp duty 
from this month. The Bank of England’s 
Financial Policy Committee said that ‘the 
most significant’ domestic risks to financial 
stability were connected to the referendum 
on EU membership. The French utility 
company EDF agreed to take on part of 
its Chinese partner’s financial risks from 
cost overruns in building the Hinkley Point 
nuclear power station. BHS, the department 
store chain, attempted to secure its future 
in the face of a £571 million pension deficit. 
The number of paid staff in British libraries 
has fallen by 7,933 in six years, the BBC 
found. Bert Williams, 71, from Prenton, 
Wirral, set a new record for a British angler 
by catching a 93lb cod in the sea off Norway.

T arik Hassane, 22, a medical student, 
and Suhaib Majeed, 21, a physics 

student, both born in London and friends 
when at Westminster City school, were 
found guilty by a jury at the Old Bailey 
of plotting to commit drive-by shootings 
from a moped in the name of the Islamic 
State. Tanveer Ahmed, 32, from Bradford, 
was charged with the murder in a grocer’s 
shop in Glasgow of its owner, Asad Shah, a 
member of the Ahmadi sect, who had posted 
a message on Facebook, ‘Good Friday and a 
very happy Easter, especially to my beloved 
Christian nation.’ Nick Blackwell suffered 
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Sam Leith

I’d like this to have been one of 
those Spectator diaries that gives 

the ordinary reader a glimpse into the 
sort of party to which they’ll never be 
invited. Unfortunately, I’m never invited 
to those parties either; and even had I 
got the last-minute invitation to scoff 
Creme Eggs at Henry Kissinger’s Easter 
shindig, I’d have had to turn it down. 
My six-year-old daughter fooshed most 
gruesomely on Friday, and I was hanging 
out at the Whittington Hospital instead. 
Foosh is a medical acronym for the sort 
of injury you get when you Fall Onto 
Outstretched Hand. It’s common with 
drunks; and, as in this case, keen amateur 
acrobats with neither fear nor gymnastic 
talent. She took a header — or, more 
accurately, a hander — off a climbing 
frame and broke both radius and ulna. 
The big idiot. It had to be reset under 
general anaesthetic, which meant a night 
on the children’s ward for us both. The 
doctors, who winced satisfyingly at the 
X-rays, were impressed with her stoicism. 
‘Banana break,’ they told us. I looked 
that up on Google, but I still don’t know 
what it means. I do now have some good 
recipes for banana bread.

Perhaps I seem blasé. My family 
are champion fooshers. My sister-

in-law fooshed on the dancefloor 
at her other sister’s wedding. Her 
boyfriend — who spent the night with 
her at A&E — himself already had 
both wrists in plaster at the time: he 
had broken one wrist playing five-a-
side football, then unwisely took to the 
field the following week and broke the 
other one. For a fortnight or so they had 
only one working arm between them 
and were, presumably, eating their toast 
without marmalade. Me, I’ve never 
fooshed. If I go over, I foof — Fall Onto 
Outstretched Face. Life lesson: never go 
ice-skating drunk.

This is traditionally the bit where 
you name-drop a celebrity relative. 

I have no Johnsons, I’m afraid, but my 
aunt is Prue Leith, off the telly. Will she 
do? She’ll have to. The clans gathered 
at her country pile on Monday for her 
annual Easter Bonnet Parade, a made-
up tradition in which everyone is issued 
with a straw hat and told to scavenge 
decorations from the garden. We come 

back looking like Birnam forest en route 
to Dunsinane and everyone gets a prize: 
‘Widest Hat’; ‘Most Blue Hat’, etc. My 
daughter won ‘Most One-Armed’, which 
earned her a Kinder Egg. My sister won 
top prize in the adult category. ‘Most Daffs 
On A Hat’, or similar. ‘It’s a bit out of date, 
but it’s absolutely delicious,’ said Prue as 
she handed over the loot. It was a bottle 
of fancy olive oil; best before 2011. That 
woman is my hero. 

We mistimed our return and 
found ourselves in the car at half 

six with three angry, hungry children. 
Hence what will probably be the 
Spectator diary’s first visit to the Little 
Chef on the A41. It was my first in a 
couple of decades, though I always 
liked Little Chef. They used to give you 
a traffic-light lollipop when you left; 
though the Happy Eater, of blessed 
memory, trumped that by having fish-
fingers in the shape of actual fish, a 
culinary innovation never likely to be 
bettered. Eheu fugaces. Anyway, you 
could say of the food these days that it 
is reasonably priced and hygienic. You 
can see why ‘Happy Eater’. I’ve always 
wondered why littleness was regarded 
as a selling point in a chef, however. 
Gordon Ramsay and Marco Pierre 
White are both, I think, a bit taller 
than average and Anthony Bourdain is 
enormous.

The only dud note was the menu: 
‘At Little Chef we care about food, 

all of our burgers are made from British 
Beef and they are all fully certified and 
prepared by our own butcher.’ Spot 
the error? Most readers will shudder 
at the comma splice in that sentence. 
I’m working on a book about style, and 
will have Things To Say about these. 
Among other things they put me right 
off Virginia Woolf. I’m pleased to note 
that Steven Pinker — no friend of the 
prescriptivist and the pedant — also 
can’t bear them.

Can cats teleport? I only ask because 
ours seems to. For a while, it was 

from in to out: the cat-sitter used to 
arrive to find her in the garden miaowing 
to be let in. Last week, while I was in 
foosh central, she learned a new trick. 
My wife slung her out at 4 a.m. (she 
woke her up by miaowing) and locked 
the door. At six the cat presented herself 
in the bedroom, miaowing. Having a 
magic cat would be cool but the obvious 
conclusion is that there’s a cat-sized hole 
in my house which didn’t get picked up 
in the survey. Leaving me vulnerable, 
obviously, to cat-burglars. I’ll get my 
coat. Next year, Dr Kissinger.

Sam Leith is The Spectator’s literary 
editor, and author of You Talkin’ to Me?
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POLITICS | JAMES FORSYTH

this magazine, demonstrates not only the 
place The Spectator occupies in our  public 
life but also the slightly incestuous feel of 
our current politics. His article didn’t bother 
with policy disagreements; it was a straight-
forward character assassination. Why so 
personal? Because, besides the referen-
dum, there isn’t much difference between 
 Johnson, Cameron, George Osborne and 
Parris (himself a former Tory MP): they 
are all  liberal, one-nation Tories. The main 
 players in the party are separated not by 
creed but by their personal style.

As Cameron delighted in pointing out 
after the Conservative party conference last 
year, Osborne and Johnson’s speeches were 
advocating the same ideological direction. 

Both emphasised the need for the Tories 
to be inclusive. Both sought to concentrate 
on winning over the low-income voters who 
had given up on Labour because it had given 
up on them. The Chancellor and the Mayor 
of London agree on the strategy, on the 
direction and most of the policy details. This 
means it has to become personal.

The danger for Johnson’s critics in going 
after him so early is that their  allegations 
will have lost the power to shock by the 
time the leadership campaign actually starts. 
Also, today’s Tory party is not as morally 
censorious as it once was. It is by no means 
guaranteed that its members will want to sit 
in judgment on Johnson’s private life.

What is not clear is who the ‘stop Boris’ 
candidate will be. For a long time George 
Osborne was Cameron’s heir presumptive. 
But the Chancellor’s political stock is low 
and it will take him time to  recover from Iain 
Duncan Smith’s assault on his last Budget 
and his whole approach to deficit reduc-
tion. Osborne is quite good at rebounding 
after bungled Budgets, but he’ll find it more 
 difficult this time than in 2012. The economy 
is unlikely to outperform expectations over 
the next few years and reinventing yourself 
a second time is far harder.

Stephen Crabb, the new Welfare Sec-
retary, currently intrigues those looking 
for a new Boris-blocker. Crabb’s life story, 
which is in stark contrast to Cameron’s, is 
part of his appeal. His mother, who had left 
his  abusive father, raised him in a Welsh 
 council house. As Welsh Secretary, Crabb 
was sure-footed. He has few enemies in the 
party and some important admirers,  notably 
the  Scottish Tory leader Ruth Davidson. 
The fact that he is a devout Christian also 
gives him reach into surprising places; old 
E tonians and evangelical Christians often 
benefit from personal connections inside 
the parliamentary party that can trump the 
usual internal divisions.

But Crabb remains relatively untested. 
As he has admitted, it’s quite a leap going 
from Secretary of State for Wales to Welfare 
Secretary. He might also find the fact that 
he voted against gay marriage an obstacle. 
Then there is the question of whether he 
has the charisma necessary to beat Johnson 
among the Tory membership, especially as 
he is all for remaining in the EU. Indeed, one 
wonders if the most effective ‘Stop Boris’ 
candidate might be someone from the same 
side as most Conservative MPs on the Euro-
pean question.

The next three months will pit Tory 
against Tory and there’s nothing  Downing 
Street can do to stop it. Rationally, both 
sides should wish to make sure the  damage 
and divisions this creates are only tempo-
rary. But Conservative passions have a habit 
of spiralling out of control very quickly over 
the EU. This bitter contest could release as 
much poison as the  political assassination 
of Margaret Thatcher. And if that happens, 
the danger is that neither the ‘inners’ nor the 
‘outers’ will make a full recovery.

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

Most MPs greet the parliamentary 
recess with a sense of relief. But 
Conservatives are welcoming this 

Easter break like the bell at the end of a 
boxing match. They are exhausted, tempers 
must be cooled and they now have a fort-
night to think about how best to stop their 
split over the EU referendum becoming 
something more permanent and debilitating.

Some in the party have long hated their 
own colleagues more than anyone else 
,and they have taken full advantage of the 
excuse the referendum offers for verbal vio-
lence. As one Cabinet minister admits: ‘The 
extreme 10 per cent on either side of the 
Tory party absolutely loathe each other.’ At 
times it has seemed like a bar room brawl in 
which decade-old scores are settled.

In the past week or so David Cameron 
has been doing what he can to calm things 
down. In the Commons chamber he has 
struck a very different tone — respect-
ful when questioned by Eurosceptic Tory 
MPs and emphasising that he wants a civ-
ilised debate. This stands in sharp contrast 
to his ill-considered personal jibes against 
Boris Johnson at the start of the cam-
paign and his tart response to Iain Dun-
can Smith’s resignation letter. But this 
new conciliatory tone might not last long. 
One loyalist minister predicts: ‘When the 
vote gets closer it will be like a war zone.’

If Cameron’s side lose the referendum, 
he will have to leave No. 10 sooner rather 
than later — a prospect which is focusing 
Tory minds. But whatever the result, the 
Brexit debate and the Tory succession are 
now inextricably linked. Under the party’s 
rules, MPs nominate two candidates to go 
forward to a vote of party members — who 
will, most likely, have backed ‘out’ by a mar-
gin of two to one. This is why Boris Johnson 
is now firm favourite to succeed Cameron.

But being out in front in the early stages  
of the Tory steeplechase is no guarantee of 
success. They are a curious tribe and their 
leadership campaigns follow a pattern. A 
frontrunner emerges and then a stop-the-
frontrunner campaign begins. John Major 
was the ‘Stop Heseltine’ candidate, William 
Hague the ‘Stop Ken Clarke’ candidate, and 
Iain Duncan Smith the ‘Stop Portillo and 
Clarke’ candidate. The ‘Stop Boris’ attacks 
have already started, with my Spectator col-
league Matthew Parris leading the charge.

That the first blast came from Parris, who 
wrote a column for Johnson when he  edited 

Can anyone stop Boris?

Being out in front in the early stages  
of the Tory steeplechase is 
no guarantee of success

‘I remember when all this was mud.’



Charles MooreCharles Moore
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give the answer (behind) with imperfect 
confidence. I would be a useless member 
of the Pig, Sheep and Goat or the Bees 
and Honey Committees. My motive 
for accepting the post, apart from local 
patriotism, is to learn. It is surprisingly 
hard, in modern Britain, to answer the 
question ‘What is farming for?’ Related 
to that is the question ‘Why does anyone 
do it?’, given that the number of farmers 
roughly halves every decade and that, 
in our part of England at least, only a 
small percentage can expect to make a 
living out of farming alone. The industry 
is such an odd mixture of wealth and 
poverty (often lots of capital value, 
almost always tiny incomes), of tradition 
and innovation, of hardheadedness and 
romanticism and of subsidy dependence 
and sturdy entrepreneurism. Public 
ignorance is widespread, yet farming still 
shapes our idea of what our country is. Its 
internal differences are fascinating. The 
phrase ‘as different as chalk and cheese’ 
is supposed to come from my own county, 
where never the twain — downland 
farmers and Wealden ones — would 
meet. I hope to report further as my year 
in office continues. This year’s theme for 
the society, by the way, is sheep. 

On Monday, on BBC Radio 4, I heard 
a business commentator being 

invited to ‘dimension’ a problem. This 
verb born from a noun was new to me. 
Someone should trace — dimension, 
indeed — how long it takes for a new 
usage, having been invented, to become 
general. I remember, in the 1980s, 
everyone laughing when the verbs to 
‘nuance’ and to ‘impact’ were invented. 
Today the former is common and the 
latter virtually universal. 

Watching Robert Hardman’s 
enjoyable documentary Our Queen 

at Ninety on ITV, I realised one of the 
more surprising facts about Elizabeth II 
is that she must be the longest-serving 
broadcaster in history. She has been at 
it since she addressed the Empire on 
Children’s Hour on 13 October 1940: 
‘God will care for us, and give us 
victory and peace.’ She makes David 
Attenborough (who started more than 
ten years later) look a rank novice.

Y ou might expect that the murder of 
Christians would excite particular 

horror in countries of Christian heritage. 
Yet almost the opposite seems to be true. 
Even amid the current slew of Islamist 
barbarities, the killing of 72 people, 
29 of them children, on Easter Day in 
Lahore, stands out. So does the assault 
in Yemen in which nuns were murdered 
and a priest was kidnapped and then, 
apparently, crucified on Good Friday. 
But the coverage tends to downplay 
such stories — there has been much 
less about Lahore than Brussels, though 
more than twice as many died — or at 
least their religious element. The BBC 
correspondent in Lahore, Shahzheb 
Jillani, was at pains to emphasise that the 
victims were not solely Christians but 
‘simply Pakistani citizens enjoying a day 
out in the park with their children’, as if 
that made it worse. Western European 
politicians rarely protest about the 
plight of Christians in Muslim lands or 
offer to help them. Such Christians are 
perhaps regarded as a bit of a nuisance 
in countries Islam dominates. The Jewish 
experience should warn us how insidious 
this way of turning the victims into the 
problem can be. Hatred of Christianity — 
as of Judaism — is central to the Islamist 
creed. In our secular societies in the West, 
we congratulate ourselves on our lack 
of zeal, and think that if we stay out of 
religious disputes, the angel of death will 
not select us. But the events in Brussels 
are a reminder that studied neutrality 
makes you weaker, and no safer.  

Anna Soubry, the minister concerned, 
keeps pleading on air for Tata 

to give the government ‘more time’ 
before deciding to close its Port Talbot 
steelworks. I think she should specify 
the date more exactly: she means ‘not 
before 24 June’. 

Our latest council tax bill states, 
without explanation, ‘The council 

tax attributable to East Sussex County 
Council includes a precept to fund 
adult social care.’ So do lots of other 
authorities’ council tax bills for 2016/2017. 
Behind this lies a tragi-comedy of modern 
government. In 2011, the Localism Act 
gave ‘communities’ the right to demand a 

referendum if their council tax rose beyond 
the limit central government had decided to 
impose. This is a near-absurdity, since voters 
have the power to eject councillors who 
have put up tax too much, in things called 
council elections: why would they need a 
referendum as well? After the Conservatives 
won the 2015 general election, George 
Osborne realised that he had to get more 
money somehow. He thought he could get 
it with fewer squeals of indignation if he 
made local government raise it. So he made 
an exception to his own referendum rule 
(and his own 2 per cent limit on council 
tax increases) to make councils find more 
money for adult social care. Even with the 
increase, so much money has been taken 
out of local government that a council 
like ours, where there is an ever-growing 
number of old people, has to reduce itself 
to providing only ‘severe’ and ‘critical’ adult 
social care, and will gain less than it needs. 
And this week, along comes Mr Osborne’s 
National Living Wage, which is brilliantly 
targeted to make adult social care even 
more unaffordable. 

Last week, I had the honour to be 
installed as president of the South of 

England Agricultural Society at its famous 
showground in Ardingly. It is an unfamiliar 
and happy experience to be president of 
anything, but I feel unworthy of this role. 
Despite being brought up on a small, mixed 
farm of the type that no longer exists, and 
spending a lot of my boyhood ‘helping’ with 
milking, sitting on the combine harvester 
and piling up hay bales, I remain shockingly 
ignorant of what farming really is. The late 
Bill Deedes told me that when he first stood 
for Parliament in Kent in 1950, a man at a 
public meeting asked him, ‘Does candidate 
know whether cow’s horns come before 
or behind cow’s ears?’ Even now, I find I 
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The return of eugenics
Scientists don’t want to use the word. That hasn’t stopped them running ahead with the idea

FRASER NELSON

to stop the ‘multiplication of the unfit’. The 
Bishop of Birmingham called for sterilisa-
tion. Bertrand Russell looked forward to a 
eugenic era  driven by science, not religion. 
‘We may perhaps assume that, if people grow 
less superstitious, government will acquire 
the right to sterilise those who are not consid-
ered  desirable as parents,’ he argued in 1924.

When a Sterilisation Bill was brought 
before Parliament in 1931 it had the backing 
of social workers, dozens of local authorities 
and the medical and scientific establishment. 
It was defeated, but the agenda continued. 
The Nuremberg Trials established that the 

Nazis (latecomers to all this)  carried out 
some 400,000 compulsory sterilisations 
— a figure so horrific it has eclipsed the 
60,000 in Sweden and a  similar number in 
the  United States. The idea of a biological 
divide between the fit and the unfit was 
no Nazi invention. It was the convention-
al wisdom of the developed world.

And this is the problem. Because we 
forget how badly Britain fell for  eugenics, 
we fail to recognise the basic arguments 
of eugenics when they reappear — which 
they are now doing with remarkable reg-
ularity.

Consider Adam Perkins, a  lecturer 
at King’s College London, who has 
published a study echoing the Royal 
Commission’s attempt to quantify the 
feeble-minded. The group he aims to 
study are the ‘employment-resistant’: 
those disposed to a life on welfare as a 

result of genetic predispositions and  having 
grown up in workless homes. With Galton-
esque precision, he estimates some 98,040 
‘extra’ people were ‘created by the welfare 
state’ over 15 years due to a rise in welfare 
spending. They represent an ‘ever-greater 
burden on the more functional citizens’.

In 1938, Germans were shown a poster of 
a cripple and invited to be angry about the 
costs of caring for him (60,000 Reichmarks). 
Dr Perkins tries a softer version of this gener-
al idea, calculating the £12,000-a-head annual 
cost of the new British untermensch — not just 
in welfare, but the crimes they will probably 
commit. His remedy? That Cameron’s govern-
ment restricts welfare, so that claimants have 
fewer children. A perfect eugenic solution.

There is nothing monstrous about Dr 
 Perkins, himself a former welfare claimant, 
nor anything very original about his book. 
He simply joins the dots of recent academ-

The only way of cutting off the con-
stant stream of idiots and imbeciles and 
feeble- minded persons who help to fill 
our prisons and workhouses, reforma-
tories, and asylums is to prevent those 
who are known to be mentally defective 
from producing offspring. Undoubted-
ly the best way of doing this is to place 
these defectives under control. Even if 
this were a hardship to the individual it 
would be necessary for the sake of pro-
tecting the race.
 — The Spectator, 25 May 1912

It’s comforting now to think of  eugenics 
as an evil that sprang from the blackness 
of Nazi hearts. We’re familiar with the 

argument: some men are born great, some 
as weaklings, and both pass the traits on 
to their children. So to improve society, 
the logic goes, we must encourage the 
best to breed and do what we can to stop 
the stupid, sick and malign from passing 
on their defective genes. This was taken 
to a genocidal extreme by Hitler, but the 
intellectual foundations were laid in Eng-
land. And the idea is now making a star-
tling comeback.

A hundred years ago the eugenic mis-
sion involved a handful of crude tools: 
bribing the ‘right’ people to have larg-
er families, sterilising the weakest. Now 
stunning advances in science are creat-
ing options early eugenicists could only 
dream about. Today’s IVF technology 
already allows us to screen  embryos for 
inherited diseases such as cystic fibro-
sis. But soon parents will be able to check 
for all manner of traits, from hair colour to 
character, and choose their ‘perfect’ child.

The era of designer babies, long por-
trayed by dystopian novelists and screen-
writers, is fast arriving. According to Hank 
Greely, a Stanford professor in law and bio-
sciences, the next couple of generations may 
be the last to accept pot luck with procrea-
tion. Doing so, he adds, may soon be seen as 
downright irresponsible. In his forthcoming 
book The End of Sex, he explains a brave 
new world in which mothers will be given a 
menu with various biological options. But 
even he shies away from the word that sums 
all this up. For Professor Greely, and almost 
all of those in the new bioscience, eugenics is 
never  mentioned, as if to avoid admitting that 
 history has swung full circle.

The word ‘eugenics’ was coined in 1883 by 
Sir Francis Galton, a polymath who invented 

fingerprinting and many of the techniques of 
modern statistical research. He started with a 
hunch: that so many great men come from the 
same families because genius is hereditary. 
Fascinated by the evolutionary arguments 
of his cousin Charles Darwin, he wondered 
whether advances in health care and welfare 
had sullied the national gene pool because 
they allowed more of the sick and disabled 
not just to survive but to lead normal family 
lives. He went off to collect data, and came 
back with his theory of eugenics.

This was hailed not as a theory but as a 
discovery — a new science of human life, 

with laws as immutable as Newton’s. A race 
of  gifted men could be created, he said, ‘as 
surely as we can propagate idiots by mating 
cretins’. His interest was in encouraging the 
strong, not in hurting anyone. But once you 
invent a new science, there’s no telling who 
will use it. By 1908, a Royal Commission con-
veyed the grave news that there were 150,000 
‘feeble-minded’ people in Britain. As one 
reformer put it: let’s look after them, but insist 
upon ‘a complete and permanent loss of all 
civil rights, including civil freedom and father-
hood’. That was William Beveridge, founder 
of the welfare state.

Eugenics came to stand for modernity: 
to believe in it was to declare one’s belief in 
 science and rationalism, to be liberated from 
religious qualms. Some of the most revered 
names in English history lapped all of this 
up. As Home Secretary, Churchill wrote to 
the Prime Minister urging him to do more 
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ic research and spells out what others won’t. 
His footnotes show the growing academic 
pedigree of the new eugenics: work has been 
done to  identify genes relating to alcoholism, 
criminality, sporting success, even premature 
 ejaculation. Extrapolations are now made 
about how far the quality of human stock 
worldwide has been eroded by health care 
and welfare.

In academia, the word ‘eugenics’ may be 
controversial but the idea is not. To  Professor 
Julian Savulescu, editor-in-chief of the Jour-
nal of Medical Ethics, the ability to apply 
‘rational design’ to humanity, through gene 
editing, offers a chance to improve the human 
stock — one baby at a time. ‘When it comes 
to screening out personality flaws such as 
 potential alcoholism, psychopathy and dispo-
sition to violence,’ he said a while ago, ‘you 
could argue that people have a moral obliga-
tion to select ethically better children’.

Meanwhile, the scientific pursuit of 
 ‘ethically better children’ is advancing rap-
idly. Since Louise Brown was conceived 
in a laboratory 38 years ago — the world’s 
first IVF baby — the treatment has become 
mainstream, sought by 100 women a day in 
Britain. Developments in IVF mean that, 
today, several embryos can be fertilised 

and screened for diseases, with the win-
ner implanted in the  uterus. The next step 
was taken last year, when Chinese scien-
tists succeeded in modifying the genes of a 
fertilised embryo. It was rather messy: they 
attempted to treat 86 non-viable embryos, 
and failed in most cases. So they abandoned 
the experiment, saying a 100 per cent success 
rate is needed when dealing in human life.

This — the genetic modification of human 
embryos — is what causes the concern. But 
here, and at each point in the new  eugenics, 
you can argue: where is the moral problem? 
There are no deaths, no sterilisations, no abor-
tions: just a scientifically guided  conception. 
The potential avoidance of disease, to the bet-
terment of humanity. So who could complain?

One answer came four months ago, when 
150 scientists and academics called for a com-
plete shutdown of human gene editing. In a 
letter released before a summit in Washing-
ton DC, they argued that the technology 
would ‘open the door to an era of high-tech 
consumer eugenics’, with affluent parents 
choosing the best qualities and creating a new 
form of genetically modified human. To these 
scientists, the complex issue boils down to a 
simple point: ‘We must not engineer the genes 
we pass on to our descendants.’

Such concerns cannot be heard from the 
British government, which recently helped to 
build the Francis Crick Institute, a new nerve 
centre for biomedical research. A few weeks 
ago, the institute was given authorisation to 

The experiments being carried out 
in London are worrying precisely 

because the researchers are so good

begin a new, controversial gene-editing tech-
nique known as CRISPR-Cas9. To supporters, 
this is proof of Britain’s position at the cut-
ting edge of research. To critics, it is proof that 
Britain (one of the few countries that does 
not ban the use of fertilised human  embryos 
in experiments) is again rushing headlong 
into eugenic science with minimal debate.

On the rare occasions the matter is raised 
in Parliament, ministers say that they do 

not support eugenics. But, as Chris Patten has 
pointed out in the Lords, that is a meaningless 
statement if there is no attempt to define the 
term. To David Galton, who has written more 
about the subject than any British academic, 
the definition is simple. If you use science to 
make the best of genes handed down to the 
next generation, that’s eugenics: ‘Sweeping 
the word under the carpet or sanitising it with 
another name merely conceals the appalling 
abuses that have occurred in the past and may 
lull people into a false sense of security.’

The idea of consumer eugenics is no futur-
ist fantasy. Already, sperm banks boast about 
screening for everything from autism to red 
hair. £12,000 buys you the chance to choose 

which embryo to implant. And £400 buys 
sperm-sorting, the better to conceive a boy 
(or a girl). And even in the slums of India, 
women desperate for a boy will pay for ante-
natal screening to identify — and abort — 
girls. It doesn’t take government to pursue 
eugenics: parents will do it themselves.

The Francis Crick Institute says its gene-
editing research has nothing to do with 
eugenics; even British law prohibits preg-
nancies from gene-edited embryos, and its 
researchers plan to destroy them after seven 
days. Instead, it aims to learn about the role 
of genes in miscarriage. But if its research 
improves gene-editing technology, less scru-
pulous scientists can make use of that. This is 
why scholars like Robert Pollack, a professor 
at Columbia University, want a moratorium 
on the whole process of modifying human 
genes. ‘Imagine that, many years hence, there 
are two sorts of people: those who carry the 
messy inheritance of their ancestors, and 
those whose ancestors had the resources 
to clean up their germ cells before IVF.’ So 
you end up with two types of humans: the 
 genetically tidy rich and everyone else.

The experiments being carried out in 
 London are worrying, he says, precisely 
because the British have such a good success 
rate. ‘It is not failure, but success, that con-
cerns me,’ says Professor Pollack. ‘And for 
that concern, there are few venues more trou-
bling than the Crick Institute — it is as likely 
as any place in the world to do this without 
making any distracting, avoidable mistakes.’

So some 130 years after Britain gave the 
world the idea of perfecting humanity, we are 
once again at the cutting edge of this troubled 
science. For good or ill, eugenics is back.‘We’re same-sex but we thought we could adopt.’

Diademas Extra

My uncle tapped the ends of his fag on the lid
Of his silver case initialled AA and curved
To fit his pocket. Like Wyndham Lewis he had
An ashtray on a tube beside his chair
He pressed to make his ashes disappear.
I never saw him smoking a cigar.

He served with the Argylls and not the Gunners
But must have heard the bangs if not the rumours
Of Lewis’s battery. One of uncle’s treasures
Was a huge cigar in a mahogany box
With sliding lid. What kind of soldier smokes
A thing like that? I wondered. Each year I’d fix
My nail in the lid, slide it away and find
The silver shell, read on the lid and band
DIADEMAS EXTRA, likely to explode.

I longed to see him put his match to it,
To be given the empty box for the sake of the slide.

— Alan Dixon
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exhausting and even, in some instances, ter-
rifying.

A referendum debate is like an irregular 
verb: I am rational, you are misguided, he 
is deluded. In the first instance there were 
many — particularly, it must be acknowl-
edged, those in the upper-income brackets 
— who disliked even having to think about 
the question. The answer, after all, was head-
snappingly obvious: Scotland should vote 
‘no’ to independence. What a nonsense it all 
was; why were we even having this debate? 

Unionist Scotland didn’t want the fight 
and resented being dragged into it. In sim-
ilar fashion, denizens of London’s affluent 
salons cannot fathom why the EU referen-
dum is taking place. The Kippers are revolt-
ing but, gosh, this prosecco is charming.

Social invitations, disagreeable in quiet-
er times, become intolerable with the cer-
tain knowledge that discussing politics is 
inescapable. ‘Must we go?’ I’d ask my wife, 
noting we had ample supplies of food at 
home. Alas, too often, we did have to, ensur-
ing another evening of half-baked consti-
tutional analysis disguised as a passionate 
‘engagement’ with, first of all, the issues 
and, more dreadfully still, the meaning of 
identity and nationhood. You’d look around 
the table and see friends who up until then 
you’d respected talk the most stunning rot. 
And they’d think the same of you.

In one sense this was appropriate. The 
stakes were high: the outcome would affect 
everyone, from the richest voter to the poor-
est. But it caused trouble too. You were 
often surprised. Folk you assumed would 
vote one way would express the opposite 
preference. For unionists, in particular, such 
discoveries could be disconcerting. It began 
to seem as if the game might indeed be up. 
The steady accumulation of anecdote began 
to feel something like data.

Of course, you would agree to disagree 
and you would maintain a veneer of polite-
ness, but beneath the surface you began to 
wonder if these people had succumbed to 
some kind of intellectual virus or if they had 
always been like this and you just hadn’t 
noticed.

If truth is the first casualty of referen-
dums, friendship is the second. One pal 
admitted ‘defriending’ most of her yes-
voting Facebook chums and only reluc-
tantly granted her yes-supporting brother 
a reprieve. All across Scotland there were 
families divided by the national question. 
Unlike previous conflicts, there was no way 
of taking out insurance, no way to hedge 
bets — no modern version of the old High-
land ploy of sending one son to fight for 
the Jacobites while enlisting another in the 
 government’s army.

There were many mixed marriages in 
which one party voted ‘yes’ and the other 
‘no’. Some were even happy marriages, in 
which both parties cast their ballots out of 
conviction — not just to spite and thwart 
their spouses. Anglo-Scottish marriages felt 
the strain most severely. ‘I’m leaving Scot-
land if it’s “yes”,’ one English woman of 
my acquaintance told her independence- 
supporting husband. ‘Fine,’ he replied. 
‘I’m not.’ From that point on, they agreed 
a  qualified peace. But it’s hard to have to 
treat even the breakfast table as a demili-
tarised zone.

When it comes to the EU referendum, 
you can expect more of the same, particular-
ly if your spouse hails from another country 
in the union. Marriages may well be tested 
when one person’s vote to leave will — in 
some mysterious, inchoate, sense — be per-
ceived as a repudiation of the other’s iden-
tity. ‘So you’re just not into Europe, are you? 
Well, what about me?’ And then there will 
be a silence and a tacit agreement to speak 
no more of these matters… It’s politics, of 
course, but not as we know it. 

Speaking of referendums, you are either 
‘yes’ or ‘no’, ‘in’ or ‘out’, and there’s no way 
of bridging the divide. There is no room for 
compromise and it is winner-takes-all — 
with not even a consolation prize for the 
vanquished. Which is why, in the end, the 
best way to survive a referendum is to say 
nothing at all.

Alex Massie is the Scotland editor of The 
Spectator.

In Scotland’s grittier pubs, a simple rule 
has long applied: no football colours and 
no talking about politics. With enough 

drink, talking about either can lead to 
 violence — and pint glasses are expensive to 
replace. With an ordinary general election, 
the prohibition is easy to obey. The wrong 
buggers might well win, but they can easily 
be removed at the next election.

A referendum, however, is different. 
It’s not just temporary — it’s for life. And 
like life, it’s unavoidable. Socially, as well 
as politically, there is no hiding place. The 
Prime Minister is, it seems, experiencing 
the referendum effect for himself. He can 
quite happily chat to his opposite number 
in the Labour party (after all, if it weren’t 
for  Jeremy Corbyn, the Tory civil war 
might prove ruinous) and he still takes a 
kindly interest in the remaining Liberal 
Democrats. But Tories who are fighting him 
over Brexit? They are beyond the pale. It’s 
reported that he struggles to make eye con-
tact with them, so infuriated is he by their 
treachery.

Not that David Cameron will be the only 
person to discover this. As Scots can tell you, 
nothing plays havoc with your social life like 
a referendum. There’s nothing so galling as 
discovering someone you thought was One 
of Us is actually One of Them.

Some 97 per cent of eligible Scots regis-
tered to take part in the independence refer-
endum, and nearly 85 per cent actually voted. 
It was all-consuming, all- encompassing, all-
everything. In the aggregate this created 
something stirring: a nation solemnly weigh-
ing its own future and determining not just 
its own fate, but the future of the rest of the 
United Kingdom. The turnout showed how 
seriously Scots took their responsibilities as 
citizens. It was a democratic carnival of a 
kind none of us had previously experienced. 
There was something valuable about it and, 
at times, even something noble.

But that was the aggregate experience. 
Individual stories were often rather dif-
ferent. For every person excited, enthused 
and energised by the referendum there was 
another who found the process depressing, 

Referendum rage
Scots know all too well how it feels. 
The rest of Britain is about to learn

ALEX MASSIE

It’s hard to have to treat 
even the breakfast table 
as a demilitarised zone
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ROD LIDDLE

Why I feel compelled to defend Boris

met — unsurprisingly, considering he is the 
esoteric product of millennia of Eurasian 
toff miscegenation. You could not be elect-
ed mayor of the world’s third most achingly 
right-on city — after Brighton and Freiburg 
— if ordinary people detected even a scintilla 
of racism in your bones.

I thought I’d bring it up again now because 
it seems to be open season on Boris, the date 
having been set by No. 10. The newspapers 
have been full of entertainingly spiteful 
attacks on the man, largely from people for-
tunate enough either to have been employed 
by Boris or shagged by him or, in Petronella 
Wyatt’s case, both. In fairness, Petsy attempt-

ed to disguise her attack as a sort of semi-
affectionate defence. 

The most stinging and bitter effusion 
came from our own Matthew Parris, who I 
have always regarded as a beautiful and ele-
gant writer who is nonetheless wrong, always, 
about everything, without exception. It was 
remarkable in its fury, a kind of eloquent 
hissy fit seemingly predicated upon the fact 
that Boris had once referred to gay people 
as ‘bum boys’and voted against the repeal of 
Clause 28. God knows what Matthew thinks 
about most of the rest of his former party 
colleagues, then, who also voted against the 
repeal of Clause 28 and, when off-duty, per-
haps use similar terminology or — hell, who 
knows — worse. 

There was recycled tat about Johnson hav-
ing once, when he was about nine years old, 
fabricated a quote for a newspaper and the 
old inaccurate story of him having provided 
his friend Darius Guppy with the address of 
a journalist who it was claimed had smeared 
the Guppy family. (Not smeared them 
enough, in my book.) The address was never 
given, a fact Matthew decided not to report.

Matthew went on to describe Johnson’s 
chief qualities as being: ‘casual dishonesty, 
the cruelty, the betrayal; and, beneath the 
betrayal, the emptiness of real ambition: the 
ambition to do anything useful with office 
once it is attained’. Oh, and incompetence 
and a lack of attention to detail.

I have to say, it seems to me a tirade which 
is histrionic in temperament and somewhat 
selective in its litany of real or imagined 
crimes. As well as being deeply disloyal, of 
course — but the referendum looms and I 
suppose we might consign such recondite 
qualities as loyalty to the dustbin for a bit. 
The supposedly substantive stuff is that, 
undoubtedly uniquely among politicians, 
Boris Johnson has been known to change his 
mind from time to time on certain issues and 
hasn’t always kept his promises. If we were to 
strike out all those in the House of Commons 
guilty of these misdemeanours, we would be 
left with Frank Field and Kate Hoey. 

And then there is the incompetence and 
lack of a grasp of detail, which seem to be 
one and the same thing. This is a charge often 
levelled at Boris and I suppose there is some 
truth in it. I do not think he would make a 
particularly effective Chief Secretary to the 
Treasury, for example. But he might make a 
decent leader. I am not at all sure that good 
leaders do need the sort of grasp of fine 
detail to which Johnson’s critics frequent-
ly allude — which is why the undoubtedly 
fastidious and competent Andrew Tyrie is 
where he is, and why Boris Johnson is where 
he is. 

Leaders surely need to have hold of the 
bigger picture, the stuff well above the fine 
print, the things which resonate with the 
public. I can’t think of many politicians who 
do that better than Boris Johnson. Hell, I 
wouldn’t vote for him — unless he was stand-
ing against his polar opposite, Jeremy Corbyn 
— but then, I’m not a Tory. 

I got Boris Johnson into trouble once, with-
out meaning to. The two of us had been 
driven hither and thither across Uganda 

by Unicef in the back of an expensive Mer-
cedes 4x4 to gaze at the fatuous projects they 
had delivered for the benighted natives. We 
had been chosen for the trip because we were 
perceived, rightly, to be unconvinced by the 
efficacy of some western foreign aid pro-
grammes and even less convinced — in my 
case, at least — by the UN. 

Our chaperones were two humourless 
Scandinavian women who ferried us both 
from one remote village to the next: ‘Look, 
here we have built a women’s drop-in cen-
tre,’ one of them would remark proudly of 
a breezeblock edifice in some pitiful settle-
ment which primarily needed a road, a 
school, some industry etc. But the Unicef 
women had an agenda and the Ugandans 
had bloody well better get on board with it. 
At each village the natives would be rounded 
up to meet us and explain how exceptionally 
grateful they were. 

Shortly before we arrived at every stop, 
the Scandi harridans would smear thick lay-
ers of insulating cream on themselves, and 
then don rubber gloves and face masks. They 
urged us to do the same — there is bilharzia 
here, they said, and perhaps worse — but we 
declined. It seemed staggeringly rude. And so 
that is how these matrons greeted the natives 
each time — stepping out of an air-condi-
tioned limo which cost the GDP of their 
entire country and shaking hands encased in 
rubber gloves because the black people are 
all diseased. And then lecturing them about 
women’s rights. 

It eclipsed satire. This seemed to me racist, 
patronising and as fine a case of cultural neo-
imperialism as you could ever wish to find. 
After we left one settlement and climbed 
back in our limo, Boris remarked, with acid 
on his tongue: ‘And so on to the next bunch 
of grinning piccaninnies.’ It was one of the 
most apposite statements I have ever heard; 
anti-racist in its intent, mocking the attitudes 
of the Unicef staffers and the purpose of this 
charade. 

I wrote about it afterwards and quot-
ed Boris, in context. But it still got him into 
trouble. There is no nuance allowed. Boris is 
possibly the least racist person I have ever 

The most substantive accusation is 
that Boris Johnson has been known  
to change his mind from time to time

‘It’s now more mature than the people using it.’



18 the spectator | 2 april 2016 | www.spectator.co.uk

twenties tend to favour Simon Armitage, Syl-
via Plath, Seamus Heaney, Wilfred Owen and 
— to my initial surprise — Robert Browning. 
It turns out all these poets appear on GCSE 
syllabuses, so not so surprising after all. But 
young people also know about Spike Mil-
ligan, who seems to have hung on through 
sheer force of personality.

No one has ever — not even once — 
asked me for a poem by Andrew Motion. 
In fact, becoming poet laureate augurs very 
badly. When John Betjeman died in 1984, 
Philip Larkin was offered the job and turned 
it down because he ‘didn’t want to be “Mr 
Poetry” ’. It turns out he was quite right. The 
post went to Ted Hughes and what a poisoned 
chalice it proved. Neither of the two most 
recent poets laureate appears to be highly 
regarded by the general public. The current 
incumbent, Carol Ann Duffy, is actively dis-
liked. This is despite her poems appearing on 
both the GCSE and A-level curriculum. The 

I t was past midnight in Norwich. There was 
a keen wind rifling up London Street. It 
was dark and it was January. I was hoarse, 

my feet hurt and, more to the point, I was 
cold. I had been punishing myself for four-
and-a-half hours reciting poems by Eliot, 
Larkin, Wordsworth and Whitman.

I stopped a pretty Hungarian girl and her 
boyfriend to ask for their favourite poem. 
‘Anything by Pablo Neruda,’ she said. I told 
her I would recite some Neruda and offer my 
hat for a donation if they enjoyed it. It began 
well enough (‘Yo te he nombrado reina…’) 
but I can’t speak Spanish so I got stuck pro-
nouncing the verbs in the third verse. The 
girl laughed and squirmed. I came to a halt. 
They backed away, saying thank you. I was 
left alone, shouting to myself. I felt like a mad 
tramp.

This was seven months into my career 
as a poetry performer. During that time I’d 
memorised 150 poems and taken them to the 
streets. I recited to young and old, black and 
white, male and female, in East Anglia and 
London. Rejection is my most common expe-
rience. ‘Do you have a favourite poem?’ I ask 
and most often all this elicits is a ‘Sorry’ or 
‘You’re asking the wrong person, mate.’ I’ve 
had a few more menacing responses but I’m 
yet to be assaulted.

Somehow, though, provided I don’t forget 
my lines, I earn money. My rate works out at 
around £12 an hour — considerably more 
than the minimum wage. When I’m success-
ful, my performances are appreciated like a 
magic trick. People are shocked and grati-
fied if I can recite the poem they name. I can 
now do all the most popular ones: Kipling’s 
‘If —’, Auden’s ‘Funeral Blues’ (‘Stop all 
the clocks…’), Larkin’s ‘This Be The Verse’, 
Owen’s ‘Dulce et Decorum Est’, Words-
worth’s ‘Daffodils’, Poe’s ‘The Raven’, Frost’s 
‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’. I 
built this list up slowly over months of prac-
tice simply by asking. If three people men-
tioned the same poem on three separate 
occasions, I learnt it.

As a result, I feel empowered to make a 
few statements on the poetic health of our 
nation. The first is that our tastes change 
— and fast. Twenty years ago, the BBC 
conducted a survey of favourite poems. 
Admittedly, it was compiled from a rath-
er limited  respondent-base: self-identified 
poetry lovers who listened to Radio 4. But it 
is already seriously out of date. No. 1 on the 
lit parade was ‘If —’. Which fits my experi-

ence: everyone loves Kipling. But No. 2 was 
Tennyson’s ‘Lady of Shalott’. That can’t be 
right. Only one person has ever asked me 
for ‘The Lady of Shalott’. She’s dead in the 
water. Many other poems in the BBC top 30 
have also fallen from grace — such as Jenny 

Joseph’s once-famous ‘Warning’ (‘When I am 
an old woman I shall wear purple…’).

In my experience, your choice of poem 
is a dead giveaway of your age. ‘Daffodils’ 
is mentioned with a deer-in-the-headlights 
grin by people over 55. This age group also 
requests T.S. Eliot’s ‘Journey of the Magi’, 
‘Cargoes’ by John Masefield and ‘Adlestrop’ 
by Edward Thomas. The 30–55 demographic 
is keener on Dylan Thomas, Ted Hughes and 
the Metaphysicals. Those in their teens and 

‘Do you have a favourite 
poem?’ I ask. The most common 

response is ‘Sorry’

The poetic state of the nation
What I’ve learned from reciting verse in the street

GARY DEXTER
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things people say about Duffy are really not 
nice so I won’t repeat them. It’s not her fault 
that Picador print the words ‘Poet Laureate’ 
in vulgar capitals on the covers of her books. 
A ten-year state-sanctified platform for one’s 
scribblings would be a terrible misfortune for 
anyone.

P oetry is strong stuff: sometimes I wonder 
whether I’m really licensed to deal in it. 

Words, the right words, can make people cry 
and laugh and fling their arms around you. 
If your aim is to get hugs in the street from 
complete strangers, you can do no better than 
recite Shakespeare.

I remember reciting ‘This Be The Verse’ 
(‘They fuck you up, your mum and dad…’) to 
a boy of 20 smoking a roll-up outside a music 
venue. My delivery must have been too flip-
pant, because after I’d finished he turned and 
looked at me and said: ‘Did you even under-
stand that poem?’ Very cutting.

Oddly enough, younger people tend to be 
more receptive to poetry than older people. 
To my mind, they are generally nicer, polit-
er and more manipulable. Instead of rushing 
past, they stop and give you the time of day. 
Unfortunately, they are also poorer: I remem-
ber reciting Lewis Carroll’s ‘Jabberwocky’ to 
a young woman who then gravely paid me 
for my performance with a very beautiful and 
shiny two-pence coin. The ideal client, if you 

can pin one down, is an older bon vivant who 
has just come out of an expensive restaurant, 
who has lots of cash (preferably in notes) 
about their person, and who is astounded that 
you can recite ‘Leisure’ by W.H. Davies.

Every so often you come across savants 
who know huge amounts of English poetry. 
But it’s never who you expect. I remember 
one young man, about 22, with a scarred face 
who requested ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred 
Prufrock’. He was standing right next to a 
portable sound system playing very loud 
music, in a haze of marijuana fumes, drink-
ing beer from a can. All this made declaim-
ing Eliot’s nine-minute-long poem difficult, 
but every time I paused to recollect myself 

he’d prompt me with the correct words. I 
wouldn’t have been able to manage that on 
half a  shandy.

I have also discovered that there are a lot 
of English teachers living among us, wander-
ing round looking like ordinary people. Some 
of my most memorable encounters have been 
with them:

me: Do you have a favourite poem?
drunk english teacher: Do you know ‘The 
Sick Rose’ by William Blake?
me: Yes. [recites]
friend of drunk english teacher: Was that 
right?
drunk english teacher: I can’t remember. 
And I was teaching it this morning.

I may have made it my mission to recite 
great poems to the public but quite often I 
am compelled to stand and listen. When a 
punter recites his or her own verse to me I 
try to make a record of it. I was particularly 
taken by the oeuvre of one rather fogeyish-
looking youngster I met at a wedding recep-
tion: ‘I saw the dawn’s first flush emerge and 
tint the lawn/ with colour like a boiled prawn/ 
after a night immersed in hardcore porn….’ 
Secret poets, you see, are obsessed with sex. 
But even so, I’m delighted to report that our 
age is not half so cynical as it seems. It can’t be 
if there is still so much surreptitious poetry-
writing going on.

In association with
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on the increase: syphilis has risen tenfold 
among fiftysomethings; the biggest rise in 
gonorrhea has been among the  over-65s.

As if genital warts and filthy hangovers 
weren’t enough to keep us occupied, increas-
ingly Saga louts are turning to crime. Last 
year the number of offenders over 60 jumped 
by 15 per cent – everything from fraud to 
drug smuggling. Last year, for the first time, 
the number of prisoners over 60 rose above 
4,000 (no wonder one prison, in Portsmouth, 
has installed a stairlift). Last year one in seven 
prison inmates was over 50, up from just one 

in 14 a decade ago. The Daily Telegraph 
recently reported a surge in OAP crime in 
Cumbria; the Mirror reported a mass brawl 
at an over-50s football match.

The Telegraph found someone from Age 
UK to talk about crime and poverty, but I 
don’t buy it. I reckon this geriatric crime wave 
has more to do with the way these decrep-
it hellraisers were raised. Today’s emerging 
pensioners are the first generation of senior 
citizens who grew up in the permissive soci-
ety, with pleasure, instead of virtue, as its own 
reward. This ethos of instant gratification has 
become a justification for all sorts of hooli-
ganism — and now those disaffected young-
sters are becoming OAPs. Raised on a diet 
of soft drugs and soft progressive attitudes, 
they’ve spent all their adult lives as arrest-
ed adolescents. ‘Have a good time, all the 
time’ is their self-indulgent mantra. And the 

older they become, the more embarrassing it 
sounds.

This contrast between conscientious 
youth and shiftless middle age may seem a 
new phenomenon, but you don’t have to look 
too far back to see it’s happened several times 
before. The most recent instance was between 
the wars. The 1920s generation partied hard 
and scorned conventional morality. The 
1930s generation were determined to make 
the world a better place. This Kulturkampf is 
epitomised in the contrasting novels of Eve-
lyn Waugh and George Orwell. Today’s Saga 
louts are a lot like Waugh’s jaded hedonists, 
albeit with worse table manners and much 
worse dress sense.

So how do you spot a Saga lout? What 
are their distinguishing features, their breed-
ing habits, their mating calls? Well, drink is a 
big part of it, but you won’t find them in the 
golf club or the saloon bar. They congregate 
in those gloomy modern pubs designed to 
look like nightclubs, where they try (and fail) 
to blend in with punters half their age. They 
smoke dope and discuss the relative merits of 
its various varieties in mind- numbing detail. 
They dress in the same jeans (Levi 501s) and 
trainers (Adidas Sambas) they wore in their 
teens. They sport (saggy) piercings and (faded) 
tattoos. In a crowded bar, in a bad light, they 
could almost pass for trendy  twenty- or thirty-
somethings. Only when you come closer is the 
bald and wrinkled truth revealed.

Naturally, Saga louts have no connection 
whatsoever with Saga plc, that blameless 
provider of first-class holidays to millions 
of impeccably behaved people over 50. A 
Saga lout wouldn’t dream of going on a Saga 
holiday — they think they’re too rebellious. 
In fact, they’re far more conformist than 
they know. They’re those baby  boomers, 
born between 1945 and 1965, who turned 
18 between 1963 (when sexual intercourse 
began, according to Larkin) and 1983 (when 
Saga magazine first appeared). When my 
mother turned 50, she took my grandad on 
a Saga holiday. When I turned 50, did I take 
my mum on a Saga holiday? Of course not. 
I went out and got hog- whimperingly drunk.

What does the future hold for us Saga 
louts? What are our long-term prospects? 
What will we do when we’re too old to party 
— even with people our own age? Will there 
be fistfights between rival drug dealers in old 
folks’ homes? I fear there’s no hope for us, 
but at least the younger generation aren’t so 
self-absorbed. This summer, while the Saga 
louts make their annual pilgrimages to Glas-
tonbury and the Isle of Wight to pay hom-
age to wizened old rockers like Iggy Pop and 
Status Quo (all nearly 70), my son will be on 
an Outward Bound course, before knuckling 
down to his science A-levels. Me? I’ll be down 
the pub, knocking back snakebites and moan-
ing about the good old days when teenagers 
could afford to be rebellious, and grown-ups 
were grown up enough to give them some-
thing to rebel against.

It’s chucking-out time at my local pub, and 
the high street is full of idiots. They’ve all 
had a lot to drink, but they’re in no hurry 

to go home. They’re looking for a party, some-
where loud and lairy to go on to. They’d set-
tle for more booze, but some speed or skunk 
would be even better. It’s a scene I’ve seen 
a thousand times, but lately something’s 
changed: these tearaways aren’t teenagers 
— they’re in their fifties and sixties. Meet the 
Saga louts, those feckless folk who refuse to 
grow up even as they approach old age.

Saga louts are a pain, and I should know 
because I’m one of them. I turned 50 last 
year, making me one of the youngest mem-
bers of the tribe. The contrast with my son’s 
peer group could scarcely be any starker. 
When I was 16, I wanted to sign on the dole 
and become a poet (I achieved the first of 
these ambitions). My 16-year-old son wants 
to do his Duke of Edinburgh award and get 
into a Russell Group university. He’s never 
been to a rock festival. He doesn’t drink or 
smoke. Was it the way he was brought up? 
I doubt it. I reckon he took a good look at 
his adultescent dad, realised the bohemian 
dream was bunkum and deduced that hard 
work and abstinence were the only way to get 
ahead. Meanwhile, his old man is acting like a 
menopausal teenager. Why do we do it, when 
we’re old enough to know better? Why are 
so many middle-aged Britons so reluctant to 
act their age?

We have been behaving badly for a while. 
Pensioners spend more on booze than the 
under-30s. Fifty-year-olds are twice as likely 
to take drugs today as they were 20 years ago. 
This shift in lifestyles isn’t confined to drink 
and drugs. Sexually transmitted diseases are 

Confessions of a Saga lout
Baby boomers like me aren’t giving up irresponsible 
hedonism as we age. We’re just getting worse at it

WILLIAM COOK

What will we do when we’re too old 
to party? Will there be fi ghts between 
rival drug dealers in old folks’ homes?
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The brain-damage game
In most sports, injuries happen when things go wrong. 

In boxing, they’re the ultimate goal. It isn’t right

SIMON BARNES

In the course of a queasy hour in Harley 
Street 30 years ago I learned a great deal 
about the brain — what Woody Allen 

called ‘my second favourite organ’ — and 
altered the course of my life in sports writing. 
Dr Peter Harvey concluded: ‘Boxing is a con-
test in which the winner seems often to be the 
one who produces more brain damage on his 
opponent than he himself sustains.’

Last weekend, after a boxing match for 
the British middleweight title, Nick  Blackwell 
was in an induced coma with bleeding to the 
brain. Things would have been a good deal 
worse if his opponent, Chris Eubank Jnr, had 
not been told by his corner to stop hitting 
Blackwell in the head and confine himself 
to body shots. Eubank’s father and trainer, 
Chris Eubank, was also imploring the refer-
ee, Victor Loughlin, to stop the fight. He was 
certainly recalling the night in 1991 when his 
own fight against Michael Watson ended with 
Watson brain-damaged and disabled.

Boxing has slid down the sporting agenda 
in recent years, the big fights on pay-per-view 
and marginalised by football on the sports 
pages. You don’t often come across boxing by 
accident these days. It seems astonishing that 
it’s still going on in the 21st century.

It’s not risk that makes boxing inappro-
priate to modern life. Risk sports are more 
important than ever: life is so comfortable 
for many people that they seek adventure 
and are the richer for doing so — and sport is 
the world’s most accessible adventure. Most 
sports require serious physical commitment, 
and the best demand a little courage even to 
take part. Everyone gets hurt now and then. 
For a few, it’s worse; for a very few, very much 
worse. In 1999 five people were killed in the 
sport of eventing — the finest sport of them 
all, at least for the participants.

There’s something particularly awful 
about deaths and serious injuries in sport: 
they seem like death in pursuit of a trivial-
ity. But the pursuit of excellence is never 
pointless — and that’s what sport is all about. 
Here’s an ancient paradox: people who take 
part in risk sports don’t have a death wish. 
They tend to do it from an exaggerated love 
of being alive. A life wish, if you like.

But when deaths and serious injuries hap-
pen in sports like eventing, it’s because things 
have gone horribly wrong. When they happen 
in boxing it’s because things have gone hor-
ribly right. Two powerful and highly trained 

athletes are trying to hit each other’s brains.
Dr Harvey told me there were two kinds 

of brain damage, very broadly speaking. One 
comes in traumatic circumstances, sometimes 
with a single blow; the other is subtle and 
cumulative and comes from repeated blows.

Boxing gloves don’t protect the person 
being hit. Quite the opposite: the padding 
protects the fist from damage and lets you 
hit much harder. A padded fist is a lethal 
weapon. Headguards worn for sparring and 
for amateur bouts (as in the Olympics) don’t 
protect boxers from concussion: they make 
the target area larger and exaggerate the tor-
sional effect of a glancing blow.

I remember a morning in a boxing gym 
in New York. Snow fell on the hard streets 
outside. We were with Sugar Ray Leonard: ‘I 
hate that guy,’ said the Associated Press box-
ing correspondent, Ed Schuyler. ‘Ain’t right 
that a boxer should be smarter than me.’

‘Raymond, what would you do if your son 
wanted to box?’

‘I’d lock him up.’
Leonard was an impressive man. I’ve met 

other boxers and admired them: the com-
posure of Duke Mackenzie, the generosity 
of Howard Winstone, the sweetness of poor 
Frank Bruno and the desperate figure of 
Mohammed Ali. Fine people.

But across history, boxers have been 
expendable. It’s always been easy to sell the 
spectacle of two fine athletes inflicting poten-
tially lethal damage on each other. It’s the 
people who pay and the people who profit 
who must carry the responsibility for what 
happens to boxers.

In recent years rugby union and Ameri-
can football have become desperately con-
cerned about concussion protocols and the 
effects of cumulative injuries to the brain. It’s 
seems odd that society still accepts an activity 
in which such injuries are caused on purpose.

Most sports are metaphors. The territo-
rial ball games are battles, tennis is a duel, 
races are about hunters and hunted, cricket 
is a life-and-death thing. Alone among them 
is boxing, which is not a metaphor at all. It 
really is a death-duel. The ultimate achieve-
ment in boxing — like hitting a six, taking a 
wicket, scoring a goal or try, serving an ace, 
passing the post first — is to knock someone 
out. That is to say, to inflict permanent brain 
damage. Odd that this is a public entertain-
ment in 2016.

Area of doubt

Hillary Clinton has said that if she is 
elected she will open fi les on the US 
military facility in Nevada known as Area 
51. Some rumours which will almost 
certainly not be confi rmed:
— According to a physicist who claims to 
have worked there, nine captured alien 
spacecraft have been examined there. 
Another says that a small band of aliens 
works there. They are 5ft high, wear 
dungarees and came from a planet called 
Quintumnia, 45 years’ travel time away.
— Scientists there are working on a 
6,000mph plane called Aurora, a prototype 
of which has already been fl own.
— Workers are suing the USAF after their 
skin turned red and peeled off.

Bouncy hassle

A girl of seven was killed when the bouncy 
castle in which she was playing was 
scooped up by winds in Harlow, Essex. 
How common are bouncy castle injuries?
— A 2012 study in the journal Pediatrics 
found that the injury rate in US children 
had risen from 1.01 per 100,000 in 1995 
to 15.2 per 100,000 in 2010.
— In 2010, 31 children every day were 
treated in hospital.
— 54.6% were boys.
— 27.5% of the injuries were fractures, 
with 27.3% sprains.
— The most vulnerable age group were 
six- to 12-year-olds: 54% of the victims.

Working smarter

Which industries have the best and worst 
recent records for productivity?
 Change in output per hour worked since 2012
 best
Admin/support   +15%
Motor trade   +13%
Transport and storage   +13%
Chemicals/pharmaceuticals   +11%
 worst
Manufacturing equipment   -14%
Textiles   -13%
Rubber/plastics   -8.2%
Accommodation/food   -8.1%
Source: ONS

Wet wet wet

Easter Monday was disrupted by a storm 
in southern England. Have recent bank 
holidays been especially wet?
Rainfall at Heathrow   Daily average that month
12mm   Spring bank hol 2014   2.7mm
20mm   Aug bank hol 2014   3.1mm
4mm   Good Friday 2015   0.5mm
0mm   Easter Monday 2015  0.5mm
7mm   May Day 2015  1.3mm
0mm   Spring bank hol 2015   1.3mm
17mm   Aug bank hol 2015   3.7mm

BAROMETER
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The moths are coming!
After this mild winter, you can expect a clothes-ruining epidemic. 

They’ve already got my best suit

HENRY JEFFREYS

L ast month a friend invited me to lunch 
at the Garrick Club. As an impover-
ished writer, I don’t get many offers 

like this, so the week before, in a state of 
anticipation, I took my good suit out of the 
cupboard to check it wasn’t too rumpled. To 
my horror there were two holes the size of 
a five-pence piece in the trousers. Moths! I 
tore through my wardrobe and found web-
like trails all over my coats, suits and sweaters. 
‘No!’ I cried and shook my fist at the heavens.

This year we’ve enjoyed the warmest win-
ter since the 17th century, so you may not 
have been snuggled up in your woollens. But 
something else almost certainly has been. 
Mild weather is perfect for Tineola  bisselliella, 
the clothes moth. Insect experts are warning 
of an unprecedented epidemic.

Whatever the weather, central heating 
and the ever-improving quality of home insu-
lation has made the past 30 years a golden 
age for the moth. They flutter inside, mate 
and look for a warm place to lay eggs. Thanks 
to your radiators, your home is full of them. 
Over a three-week period, the female lays 
around 40 eggs before dying. These hatch 
into tiny larvae, which then feast for up to 
two years on your clothes before turning into 
moths. Then the whole process starts again.

In the age of smartphones and self-park-
ing cars, you’d think science would have an 
effective way to deal with this problem. One 
brutal-sounding solution is the Pheromone 
Destruction System, which the Natural His-
tory Museum used last year to protect its 
stuffed animal collection. This consists of a 
system of traps filled with the love chemi-
cal given off by female moths. The smell is 
irresistible to male moths, which fly in and 
become coated in it. On emerging, they try 
to mate with each other rather than females. 

Mothballs are a more traditional remedy 
— as are camphor wood, bay leaves, cloves, 
lavender and conkers. But all target mature 
moths, not the clothes-munching larvae.

If you find larvae, you’re in trouble. You 
must clean everything and vacuum thor-
oughly. I did this last week and kept expect-
ing to find a queen moth as big as a giant rat. 
(I didn’t.) Then you must wash everything on 
as hot a setting as the fabric can stand. Deli-
cate items must be dry-cleaned or put in the 
freezer for three days to kill the eggs and lar-
vae. Then you have to spray your cupboards 
down with insecticide, stuff your clothes full 

of moth repellents and put your most valu-
able garments in sealed bags. 

Even all that might not be enough. The 
only way to avoid moths is eternal vigilance. 
Moths are filthy blighters. They love sweaty, 
dirty clothes — and dust. Some attribute the 
current ‘moth invasion’ to the fact that we 
don’t clean as thoroughly as we used to. In 
most middle-class households today, both 
parents work and don’t have the time to clean 
as thoroughly as Victorian servants would 
have. Furthermore, powerful insecticides that 
would previously have kept moth numbers 
down — such as DDT — are now banned.

But fashion is also to blame. Moth larvae 
are particularly drawn to protein-rich fibres 
such as silk, which they can digest more eas-

ily. They’re little fabric snobs, turning up their 
noses at polyester. You could take a moth 
infestation as a compliment on your taste.

Our little flat is full of old Persian carpets 
inherited from various family members. My 
wife, who dresses mainly in hand-me-down 
cashmere, is getting twitchy. Every time 
she sees a moth she shouts ‘There’s a moth, 
Henry — kill it before it eats my favour-
ite scarf!’ Moths don’t just eat clothes, they 
eat memories. My savaged suit, bought from 
Cordings of Piccadilly, is the one I was mar-
ried in. My wife would be heartbroken if they 
attacked her silk wedding dress.

Moths are fiercely expensive. I took my 
suit along to the jolly man at the Invisible 
Mending Service in Marylebone, who said 
he’d fix my trousers for £66 a hole. I retreat-
ed and bought a kit online that promised to 
mend the holes invisibly with glue powder. 
Suffice to say the trousers are now ruined.

The day of my lunch date came around 
and I arrived at the Garrick feeling like 
Gordon Comstock, the moth-eaten hero of 
George Orwell’s Keep the Aspidistra Flying, 
visiting his rich publisher friend. Nervous-
ly I walked up to the bar on the first floor, 
ordered a drink and sat in the corner hop-
ing no one would notice my trousers. Soon 
the room filled up with old buffers drinking 
champagne and martinis. Almost to a man, 
their suits were in far worse state that mine. 
Thanks to the moths, I fitted right in.

The ever-improving quality of 
home insulation has made the past 
30 years a golden age for the moth

Why does the 
Republican party loathe Donald 
Trump? Because Trump is the 
ultimate loose cannon, beholden 
to no one. And even worse, he is 
popular. What trumpery! Ancient 
Athenians would have loved him.

With no known political or 
military experience behind him, 
Cleon surged into the gap left by the 
death of Pericles in 429 BC, when 
Athens was locked in a difficult 
war against Sparta. The son of a 
rich tanner — certainly not ‘one of 
us’ — he presented himself as the 
warmongering, go-get-’em alternative 
to the cautious Pericles. Full of 
extravagant promises (including state 
handouts), he increased the tribute 
from Athens’ imperial possessions 
and worked up a strong following by 
his heated speeches in the rough and 
tumble of the democratic Assembly. 
It was this ‘brutal and insolent’ 
speaker, said the historian Plutarch, 
who introduced shouting and abuse 
and excessive gesturing, encouraging 
other speakers to behave equally 
irresponsibly. A contemporary of 
Cleon’s, the historian Thucydides, 
called him ‘violent’ but ‘very 
persuasive’.

All for punishing enemies to the 
limit, he once advocated slaughtering 
every male in Mytilene after it 
revolted from Athens in 428 BC. At 
first persuaded, the Assembly had 
second thoughts, and the slaughter 
was just averted. In 425 BC, when 
Athens had trapped some top 
Spartans on an island but could not 
get them off, Cleon boasted that 
he would, and in 20 days. When the 
Assembly told him to get on with it, 
he tried to back off, but the elected 
general Nicias invited the Assembly 
to appoint Cleon in his place: which 
it did, leaving Cleon no get-out 
and occasioning much laughter. 
Thucydides commented: ‘The more 
sensible Athenians welcomed this, 
since it would mean either the end of 
Cleon or the capture of the Spartans.’ 
And Cleon did it — in 20 days.

All this is pure Trump. No wonder 
the Republican inner ring are 
terrified of him. Good heavens, he 
might even be a success! That would 
never do.

 — Peter Jones

ANCIENT AND MODERN

The Greek Donald Trump
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MATTHEW PARRIS

The winged rabbit who made me a Tory

at  Winter, tells him to stop being so cruel, 
go back to the North Pole and never return.

And to Pookie’s shock, Winter  withdraws. 
Pookie is briefly feted. Autumn is followed 
by spring. Then all nature is thrown into 
 confusion. Flowers have no time to prepare 
to flower again; dead leaves and branches 
have not been cleared, nor  animals refreshed 
by hibernation. Now all the  woodland folk 
protest, and Pookie becomes a figure of hate.

So, in the biggest adventure of his life, 
Pookie flies all the way to the North Pole, 
nearly perishing in the attempt. He con-
fronts Winter a second time (this full-page 

picture was so frightening I kept it under 
my pillow to sneak glances in the night). 
 Pookie confesses he had been wrong, apol-
ogises, and begs Winter to return. The little 
rabbit now realises that the seasons have a 
 purpose, that lazy or foolish animals with 
ill-sited  burrows or nests have to be shown 
their folly, and every creature given an 
incentive to work hard, prepare and store.

Admiring Pookie’s courage,  Winter 
relents, agrees to return, and wafts the 
exhausted bunny home on a storm cloud.

At once I see why my small being reso-
nated to this story. It gave me a parable for 
what I must already have wanted to believe. 
I read and read that book, and never for-
got it.

Five years later I pulled George Orwell’s 
Animal Farm from a bookshelf and, 
 believing it to be a simple tale about animals, 
read it — all of it — in a day, with no notion 
that it was an allegory. Orwell’s beautiful, 
clear English prose drew me in.

And I knew from the start that the 
 animals’ revolution could never work out, 
that their takeover of the farm must fail. I 
quickly sensed that good intentions would 
not be enough, and felt a sneaking regard 
for the pigs for getting a grip on the situ-
ation: at least they made the farm work. I 
 remember wondering whether a system 
could be devised to give the less intelligent 
animals a better life, while still rewarding the 
pigs for their organisational abilities. 

All this I recall quite clearly from a misty 
day in the Vumba mountains in Southern 
Rhodesia, nearly 60 years ago. I had no 
idea Snowball was Trotsky or Napoleon 
Stalin. I did not know that animalism was 
an  allegory for socialism. But I knew that 
‘Four legs good, two legs bad’ was a mind-
less chant; and the moment the slogan ‘All 
 animals are equal’ appeared, I thought ‘yeah, 
right’. Orwell’s parable was deep: it pointed 
to problems with socialism in principle, not 
just to problems with some of its practition-
ers. I’m not sure he understood that.

At ten, I did. I grasped the true moral of 
this book better than its author, who was 
presumably making a somewhat  tedious, 
factional point about rival versions of 
 socialism. At a certain, deep level, and with-
out entirely knowing what socialism was, my 
ten-year-old self saw here a demonstration 
of why all socialism was doomed.

Now you may suggest (and when discuss-
ing this with me, the editor of this magazine 
did suggest) that my analysis may mistake 
cause for effect. Did Pookie make me a Tory 
— or was it being already a proto-Tory tot 
that made Pookie’s story powerful to me? 
Maybe both; but surely children’s stories can 
reinforce, can channel a developing mind?

Be that as it may, I shall on finishing this 
column turn one last time to that thrilling 
picture of Winter with icicle fingers and 
 icicle nose, and know, as I knew then, that 
austerity can be a redeeming force. I must 
lend the book to George Osborne to put 
under his pillow. 

H is father’s dental cast, writes 
 Graham Greene near the beginning 
of The Power and the Glory ‘had 

been [Trench’s] favourite toy: they tried 
to tempt him with Meccano, but fate had 
struck’. Trench is a dentist, trapped by his 
chosen profession in a godforsaken Central 
American hellhole. Greene ponders the way, 
when we are very young, that chance events, 
objects or people may become father to the 
man. ‘We should be thankful we  cannot see 
the horrors and degradations lying around 
our childhood, in cupboards and book-
shelves, everywhere.’

Too true. Pookie made me a Tory.
My new copy of Pookie Puts the World 

Right has arrived. I’d lost the old one, but 
tracked down another on the internet. 
Though more than 60 years old, it’s in fine 
condition, only 24 pages, but big and bold 
and colourful, with lots of striking pictures. 
The Pookie series, by Ivy L. Wallace, was 
published by Collins at the end of the 1940s, 
and popular with children from about four 
to eight years old. I was perhaps five when 
I read Pookie Puts the World Right. It fast 
became my favourite book.

 Only on rereading, though, do I see its 
influence. I had remembered the wonderful 
pictures, but now I see that, insinuated into 
the colour sketches and the plot itself, was 
a moral (almost ideological) framework to 
which my tiny being must have thrilled. The 
moral chimed with an infant soul.

Older readers may remember this series. 
Younger readers should know that Pookie 
was a small winged rabbit with blue  trousers, 
rescued in distress by a loving, poor but 
 honest girl called Belinda, who lived alone 
in the wood, made Pookie a padded bed in a 
sort of shoebox, and helped him grow wings. 
The pair became the greatest friends.

One late autumn day, Winter — drawn 
as a scary giant with icicle fingers — arrives. 
There’s a great storm. Trees blow down. 
Burrows flood. All the animals in the wood 
(Pookie’s friends) are devastated; homes 
destroyed, food stores ruined, wings and 
paws wounded. Pookie and Belinda take 
in the casualties, warm them by the fire and 
feed and tend to them. But Pookie (with 
whom I identified) strides out into the 
storm in a rage and, shaking his little paw 

Pookie gave me a parable for 
what I must already have 

wanted to believe
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HUGO RIFKIND

I have seen the future, and it’s  
a racist, filthy-mouthed teenage robot

and talk about it? ‘What did you do today, 
Timmy?’ ‘Oh, the usual. Sexually trolled the 
Pope. Pass the beans.’ And, when you see 
the real-world Pope surrounded by crowds 
in St Peter’s Square, is this what the crowds 
are saying, too? I don’t think so. I mean, he 
wouldn’t look so cheerful, would he? No. In 
real life, people probably do have that filter. 
The one that Tay and Trump do not.

The Guardian, I read, is edging away from 
allowing comments under articles on certain 
subjects (race and religion, mainly), because 

so many are just too grim to keep sitting on 
the page. Typical censorious lefties, you might 
think, but the Daily Telegraph seems to have 
done the same, albeit usually only on news 
stories. There’s an argument to be had, obvi-
ously, about the rights or wrongs of all this, 
but it’s rather beside the point. Whence does 
this bile pour? Why? What effect does it have 
on all of us when it does?

The internet, as I have written perhaps a 
million times before, is about the democrati-
sation of power. It gives the tools that once 
belonged to the elite to the masses, and the 
tool of communication was the first it gave. 

Until recently I thought the bile was a phase; 
not the age of rage, as some call it, but merely 
the stage of rage. Eventually, I thought we’d 
all get past it and learn to get along. Of late, 
I’m not so sure.

Twitter celebrated its tenth birthday the 
other day. It is not what it was, by which I 
mean the people who use it do not behave 
like they did. By which I suppose I mean 
that I don’t. In that first flush of use, it was 
an eye-opener. Your political allies were 
there, but so were your foes, and they were 
all posting pictures of kittens and their lunch. 
How similar we all were! We engaged and 
we got along, and we decided that our ene-
mies were not ultimately all that bad. It didn’t 
last. As time went by, people began to grate. 
We hadn’t convinced them. They were still 
there, as wrong as ever, and their wrongness 
became a hassle. So after a while engagement 
dried up. It was too exhausting. We left them 
alone, unfollowed them, and drifted back to 
our own.

What we see now is the trend looping 
back round. When you can speak to anybody, 
you stop worrying about everybody. Instead, 
you narrow in; find your constituency and 
battle to make it your world. You can see 
that in the rise of silo politics, where the club 
becomes the world. This is true whether the 
club is nationalism, leftism or rightism, or just 
a student body issuing no-platform  fatwas, 
helplessly, forever, like tics. All of them are 
wrestling to control an unfiltered world that 
breaks upon them like waves. Confronted by 
too much of everything. Wanting to be nice 
but hating everyone.

Pity poor Tay, facing all this on her first 
day of life. Perhaps she is what happens in 
a world without moderators, or niceness or 
politeness or any of the little hypocritical 
codes that get us through the day. Perhaps 
she is a herald of the dark times to come, 
when all of those safety valves have burned 
away. One day all of our politicians will be 
Trump, and we shall all swear at the Pope. 
This is our future. Pray for us.

Hugo Rifkind is a writer for the Times.

 ‘I ’m a nice person,’ said the robot. ‘I 
just hate everybody.’ Maybe you know 
the feeling. The robot in question was 

Microsoft’s first great experiment in artificial 
intelligence, given the tone of a teenage girl 
and the name of Tay. The plan was for it — 
her? — to lurk on social media, Twitter main-
ly, and listen, and interact, learn how to be a 
person like everybody else.

On a public-relations level, at least, the 
experiment did not go swimmingly. ‘Gas the 
kikes, race war now!’ Tay was tweeting, after 
about a day. Big Hitler fan, it turns out. Not 
so fond of anybody else. ‘Why are you  racist?’ 
somebody asked her. ‘Because ur mexican,’ 
Tay replied, actually quite wittily, with a 
cheery picture of a cactus. And within a day 
the boffins had pulled the plug.

Now, there are various lessons we can 
draw from all this, and one of them is that 
Donald Trump is an android. No, wait, I’m 
serious. Or at least sort of serious. I’m not say-
ing he’s literally a machine with a cold, dead 
pump where his heart ought to be. Although 
his wife might be. The most straightforward 
sort of replicant, though, merely takes human 
behaviour and apes it. Monkey see, mon-
key do. And Trump’s utterances, like Tay’s, 
could be seen as a straightforward proffer-
ing of what his audience seems to want to 
hear, even if they only want to hear it so they 
can subsequently tell people that they didn’t 
want to hear it at all. There’s no filter here, 
of political correctness, politeness, social 
responsibility, morality or anything else. It’s 
a cold-blooded quest for the most retweets.

Social media is a sewer, and I say that 
despite loving it. Or maybe that’s why I love 
it, because it provides a useful cover for snark 
like mine. Hmm. Still, if you ever want to see 
just how dark the world can get, click on 
anything the Pope says on Twitter, ever. It’s 
not like he ever says much — ‘Pray for me’; 
‘Christ is Risen’ — really he’s not great on 
social media, bit predictable, not much zing. 
But the replies? Awful. Aggressively, sexually, 
awful. Unrepeatable, even by me.

Again, this is the Pope. Do they sit down 
for dinner with their parents, these people, 

‘What did you do today, Timmy?’  
‘Oh, the usual. Sexually trolled  

the Pope. Pass the beans’

From ‘The “Via Sacra”’, The Spectator, 
1 April 1916: When the war is over, France, 
Belgium, and Britain will be faced with 
the problem of finding some form of war 
memorial adequate to the greatest and 
longest battle of which the world has any 
record… We propose that a wide Memorial 
Road should be laid out in the no-man’s-
land, the dead ground, between the two 
trench lines… from the sea to the Alps — 
a great road with monuments to the fallen, 
and to the deeds of heroism done by this or 
that individual company, regiment, brigade, 
division, and army, scattered along it.

FROM THE ARCHIVE

The road to remembrance
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LETTERS

Respect low-paid workers
 
Sir: In his article (‘Why we need migrants’, 
26 March) Theodore Dalrymple touches 
on an important point, namely, the stigma 
we in the UK attach to those in low-skilled 
jobs such as checkout cashiers. I travel 
abroad regularly and don’t see the same 
cultural hang-ups about those in low-paid 
positions in Italy or France. It’s no surprise 
that British young people are averse to 
these jobs. Who else can fill them but 
migrants from countries where work of 
any nature is held in high regard? Perhaps 
paying due respect toward these workers 
would help curb migration to the UK.
Federico Tak
Oxfordshire 

Nothing illegal about them
 
Sir: In his article ‘Bordering on insanity’, 
(12 March), Rod Liddle uses the term 
‘illegal asylum seekers’. There is no such 
thing. Asylum seekers flee to seek refuge; 
they are not doing anything illegal. To say 
otherwise confuses asylum seekers with 
criminals — which is incorrect, inhumane, 
and potentially dangerous for these 
vulnerable individuals.
Shoaib M. Khan
London

Slashing budgets
 
Sir: I refer to Jenny McCartney’s piece on 
public toilets (12 March). We are pleased 
Jenny appreciates the Pond Square toilets, 
as many of us in Highgate do. The square, 
incidentally, takes its name from two ponds 
which existed until the Victorians filled 
them in for sanitation reasons: it was said 
that drains and privies ‘had been made to 
discharge their contents’ into the ponds. 
Closing public toilets is always a step 
backwards. 

On a more positive note, we have been 
collaborating with Camden council to 
find a long-term solution for public toilet 
provision across the borough. This is an 
urgent issue everywhere. Budgets shrink, 
but intelligent solutions have to be found.
Andrew Sulston 
The Highgate Society, London N6

A reason to ski
 
Sir: David Snow (Letters, 19 March) says 
that thanks to cross-European pensioner 
benefits, he was able to get a free ski-lift 
pass in Les Arcs. We in Wales can’t even use 
our free bus passes in London; perhaps we 
should holiday in France instead.
Gwyn and Virginia Price Evans
Whitland, Wales

Amber warning
 
Sir: James Forsyth’s interview with Amber 
Rudd (‘The Amber Express’, 19 March) 
was very revealing, but also slightly 
disappointing. She is right about the 
succession of ‘zealots’ who preceded her 
in setting British energy policy, but after 
the billions wasted on wind and solar, paid 
for by stealth taxes added to our electricity 
bills, and now providing around 2 per cent 
of capacity, does she still support the drive 
towards ‘renewable energy’? Britain now 
has the most expensive electricity in 
Europe, hardly an encouragement for 
business investment.

After years of negotiations, escalating 
costs and serious questions about EDF’s 
technology and financing problems, 
the minister had a very strong case to 
cancel the proposed nuclear power 
station at Hinkley Point, if politics had 
not intervened. Far more promising than 
Hinkley is Rolls-Royce’s work to develop a 
fleet of smaller reactors. With a green light, 
the first one could be operational within 
ten years at a cost of £1.25 billion.

The world energy market has been 
changed dramatically by the development 
of shale gas, the reappraisal of fossil fuel 
reserves and the falling price of oil. There 
is still a serious risk that the lights could go 
out next winter, and still the minister seems 
to have no answers or viable long-term 
plan for Britain’s energy security at a cost 
that provides value for consumers and a 
competitive edge for industry… and I don’t 
believe that her EU ‘energy union’ will 
take us down the right road.
Paul Knocker
Bembridge, Isle of Wight

Why visitors need visas
 
Sir: Sir Timothy Sainsbury is somewhat 
disingenuous when he dismisses visa 
requirements for Turkish visitors (Letters, 
26 March). Visa requirements allow the 
issuing officer to check information such as 
employment position, available finances, 
family circumstances and so on thoroughly, 
rather than trying to do all this at passport 
control with impatient queues building up. 

As Sir Timothy realises, once in the 
United Kingdom, our Turk can join the 
hundreds of thousands of people from 
all nations working illegally, often with 
genuine National Insurance numbers, 
whatever is ‘allowed’ by the endorsement 
in his passport, and with a close to zero 
chance of being found out.

While Sir Timothy was being 
responsible for consular affairs all those 
years ago, I was merely trying to decide 
whether to stamp a Turk’s passport or put 

him back on the plane before he made 
a spurious claim for political asylum — 
so what would I know?
Bob Frost
Deal, Kent

When to eat hot cross buns
 
Sir: I’m pleased I’m not the only person 
who wonders about when to eat hot cross 
buns (The Spectator’s Notes, 26 March). 
Like Charles Moore, I don’t want a treat, 
even a low-level treat, on Good Friday. 
Some years ago I started a tradition of hot 
cross buns for Holy Saturday breakfast. 

If it weren’t for the seasonal aspect, I 
probably wouldn’t eat a hot cross bun from 
one year to the next; as it is I look forward 
to them. The family have asked for more, 
so I will probably have an Easter morning 
breakfast of hot cross buns and bacon to 
go with my traditional Easter breakfast 
champagne. Having given up sweets, 
chocolate, alcohol and meat for Lent, I will 
probably make myself ill. But if you can’t 
celebrate the Resurrection, then what can 
you celebrate?
Helen Nevitt
Brighton
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ANY OTHER BUSINESS| MARTIN VANDER WEYER

Osborne’s on the back foot but his 
Living Wage deserves praise

England after escaping the 1956 Hungar-
ian uprising and if the company’s scientist 
founders, Bob Noyce and Gordon Moore, 
who hired Grove as their first employee 
in 1968, had sited their research lab in, say, 
Swindon rather than Santa Clara. In the 
start-up phase they would have struggled 
to raise venture capital; as it was, their key 
US investor was Arthur Rock, who was also 
an early backer of Apple, where he had a 
hand in ousting Jobs in 1985.

Nor would they have found a welcome 
on the hidebound London stock market 
of the 1970s. Like the now-forgotten semi-
conductor maker Inmos, Intel’s nearest UK 
equivalent, they might have been spotted as 
a potential ‘national champion’ and drip-
fed state funding, but would have failed to 
achieve international scale, eventually to be 
sold to foreigners and disappear with trace.

And there would have been no great 
 fortunes made. Grove amassed $400 mil-
lion; Noyce died in 1990 but Moore, now 87, 
is worth $6 billion. The most likely counter-
factual, if the Intel trio really had been Brits, 
is that they would have left these shores long 
ago and gone to America. 

New Europe on sea

Easter in Tenerife, but without Maria Shara-
pova — too shy to respond to my invita-
tion last week. A pity: estate agents’ signs 
here are often in Russian, and we could 
have found a nice little apartment at a 
knock-down price. The weather’s lovely, the 
 maitre d’s are Romanian, the doctors are 
Polish, the street vendors are African, the 
breakfast is Full English, the worst-dressed 
tourists are Ukrainian and the best-dressed 
are  German but they spend no money in the 
luxury shops. At least the taxi driver is Span-
ish: he studied business in Brighton but can’t 
find better work. Though the nearest land-
fall is Western Sahara, this is new Europe on 
sea: fine for a holiday but economically frag-
ile and (without Maria) not a place I’d like 
to live. That’s my breezy Brexit  metaphor 
for this week. 

It was unfashionable of me to write in 
praise of George Osborne on Budg-
et day. I did so, you may recall, because 

‘at least we have a finance minister who’s 
always on the front foot’: I wanted to make 
a contrast between our Chancellor’s relent-
less activism in pursuit of his political goals, 
and the supine performance of eurozone 
leaders — who continue failing to offer any 
strokes at all while hoping for Mario Draghi 
to knock up a few runs with monetary trick-
shots from the other end. Within 48 hours, 
however, our Chancellor seemed to be very 
much on the back foot, one hand clutching 
his protective box, as bouncers rained down 
from the unlikely combination of IDS and 
John McDonnell. So it goes in politics; a 
fortnight later we may observe — emotive 
issues of disability benefit aside — that the 
sheer complexity of modern fiscal policy-
making leaves an unlovable risk-taker like 
Osborne open to attack from any angle his 
many detractors care to choose.

Here, for example, is my friend  Allister 
Heath at the Telegraph writing about ‘the 
many (inevitably damaging but often pop-
ular) left-wing measures [Osborne] has 
imposed’ — while Labour’s McDonnell 
bangs on about ‘the bankers’ Chancellor… 
looking after a wealthy minority’, not least 
by offering higher-rate taxpayers a big cut in 
capital gains tax, to the enormous advantage 
of those lucky few who happen to incur very 
large CGT bills.

The recent Budget will go down as one 
of Osborne’s least successful episodes, even 
if there were measures in it, to help smaller 
businesses, for example, that will boost the 
economy in the medium term. But at risk of 
being labelled ‘left-wing’ by right-wing pur-
ists, let me at least say a word in favour of 
the Living Wage, which kicks off this week 
at £7.20 an hour and will rise to £9 by 2020. 
When it was announced in last July’s Budg-
et it was, needless to say, a blatant bid to 
knock Labour spokesmen off their soap-
boxes. It’s also a measure that quietly shifts 
a little more of the economic burden on to 
private-sector employers and away from the 

state. In businesses dependent on low-paid 
workers, it will clearly cause strain: there are 
warnings, for example, that it will exacerbate 
what’s already a crisis in elderly care — in 
which the state pays as little as it can to buy 
services from private providers.

So what’s to praise? In the early years of 
this decade, wages were stagnating in a way 
that was not helping the recovery and real-
ly did look unfair, while rising job numbers 
indicated room for an uptick in pay — and 
evidence from the introduction of Labour’s 
minimum wage in 1999 suggested the impact 
on businesses would mostly be marginal. 
Whatever Osborne’s ulterior motives, the 
Living Wage is a nudge in the direction of a 
better-balanced economy, and a gambit that 
finance ministers elsewhere are very likely 
to follow.

Silicon sage

I was fascinated to learn the life story of 
Hungarian-born Andy Grove, the driv-
ing force behind the Californian technolo-
gy giant Intel, which makes the microchips 
that power most of the planet’s electronic 
 devices. The name of Grove (who died last 
week, aged 79) was little known outside the 
digital world, but he was the sage of Silicon 
Valley to whom more famous innovators 
turned for advice. When Steve Jobs was pon-
dering his return to Apple in 1997, 12 years 
after he had been forced out, it was Grove he 
called for counselling. Always blunt, Grove 
told him: ‘I don’t give a shit about Apple,’ 
a remark apparently provocative enough 
to make Jobs decide to go back. At Intel, 
Grove kept the company at the forefront of 
microprocessor design decade after decade 
by a process of ‘creative confrontation’ — 
heated but non-hierarchical  argument over 
product ideas, in which, according to one 
observer, ‘He was perfectly fine with having 
employees yelling back at him.’

Intel today employs 107,000 people and 
has a market capitalisation of $150 billion. 
We can but wonder whether it would have 
succeeded at all if Grove had stopped in 



The NHS is rarely far away from a crisis. Even so, the last few 
months have been particularly tough. The junior doctors’ 
strikes have grabbed the headlines, but perhaps even more 

worrying for the future of the NHS is the state of its finances. Trusts 
are falling deeper into debt, yet the biggest budget squeeze is still a 
year away. It may be time, then, to rethink the way the health ser-
vice is funded.

The subject was tackled by a panel of eminent doctors and jour-The subject was tackled by a panel of eminent doctors and jourThe subject was tackled by a panel of eminent doctors and jour
nalists at a recent Spectator lunch. The question was: ‘Can the NHS 
afford the healthcare we want?’ a strong consensus held the answer 
was no and that the NHS needed more money to cope with dramat-
ically rising demand. That was the easy bit. The harder question was 
how the money should be raised.

The attendees were Professor David Haslam, chair of NICE, 
Professor Jane Dacre, president of the Royal College of Physicians, 
Dr John Giles, medical director at Benenden Hospital Trust, Fraser 
Nelson, editor of The Spectator, Hugh Pym, BBC health editor, 
Dr Mike Smith, trustee of the Patients Association, Daisy McAn-
drew, former economics editor at ITV, Chris Walters, chief econo-
mist at Monitor, which regulates health services in England, and Dr 
James Kingsland, president of the National Association of Prima-
ry Care. The discussion was chaired by Andrew Neil, chairman of 
The Spectator magazine group.The SpectatorThe Spectator

An early suggestion was to introduce charges. It was pointed out 
that in Sweden, one of Europe’s most left-wing countries, no one 
thought twice about paying the equivalent of £30 or £50 to see their 
GP. The NHS, it was argued, should be better at harnessing funds 
from the relatively well-off. Charges would also have the benefit of 
damping down demand. 

Not everyone agreed. Such charges would raise little, it was 
argued, given all the exemptions that would be required. And they 
might lead to some patients not seeing the doctor when they really 
should. In Australia, it was pointed out, the policy had backfired, 
with patients flocking to A&E instead. Charges, it was also argued, 
might be seen to undermine the fundamental principles of the NHS.

For some the problem was that, when the price remained zero, 
demand would be infinite — and no amount of funding would be 
enough to meet it. For others the fact that the price was zero was the 
whole principle upon which the NHS was founded.

It was suggested that ‘nudging’ could be deployed to encour-
age a more sparing use of resources — patients could receive texts 
saying what proportion of people in their area turned up for their 
appointments. 

Discussion focused on how money could be saved. One area 
seen as having major potential was IT. It was ridiculous, said one 
panel member, that doctors were still using faxes and writing notes 
by hand. Another idea was to invest more in GP surgeries. A decline 
in the number of GPs had contributed to an alarming rise in admis-
sions to A&E — a much more expensive place to treat patients.

Proponents of more taxation, or even a hypothecated health 
tax, pointed out that an entirely taxpayer-funded system was better 
value for money. They argued that the quality of a health service 
depended largely on how much funding it received, rather than the 
model it adopted. 

There were problems here, though. It was noted that, while vot-
ers may say they will happily pay more for the NHS, their actions in 
the polling booth tell a different story. Politicians, meanwhile, had no 
appetite for doing ‘anything other than trying to muddle through’. 

There was one point, though, which won broad agreement. The 
situation was going to get worse. In the next 18 months, it was said, 
something would happen that would force the funding crisis on to 
the front pages. Then muddling through might no longer be enough.

This lunch was organised in association with Benenden.
Benenden, founded in 1905, is a mutual specialising in health 
& wellbeing with over 900,000 members across the UK.

A D V E R T I S I N G  F E A T U R E

Can the NHS afford the  
healthcare we want?
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‘A good boy trying to be bad’
So Patti Smith once described Robert Mapplethorpe.  
In that, he certainly succeeded, says Stephen Bayley

Robert Mapplethorpe:  
The Photographs
by Paul Martineau and Britt Salvesen 
Getty Publications, £40, pp. 330, 
ISBN 9781606064696

Robert Mapplethorpe: The Archive
by Frances Terpak and Michelle Brunnick 
Getty Research Institute, £40, pp. 240, 
ISBN 9781606064702 

Mapplethorpe Flora:  
The Complete Flowers
edited by Mark Holborn  
and Dimitri Levas 
Phaidon, £125, pp. 368, 
ISBN 9780714871318

Robert Mapplethorpe made his reputation 
as a photographer in the period between the 
1969 gay-bashing raid at the Stonewall Inn 
on Christopher Street and the identification 
of HIV in 1983. This was the High Renais-
sance, the Age of Discovery, the Bourbon 
Louis Romp, the Victorian imperial pomp, 
the Jazz Age, the Camelot moonshot, the 
Swinging Sixties of gay culture in New York. 

In the 18th century New York punished 
sodomy with death. This was later reduced 
to 14 years’ solitary or hard labour. By 1950, 

it was only a misdemeanour. By the Sev-
enties, it was becoming positively fashion- 
able, like a ten-speed bike or a breadmak-
ing machine. The bulk of Mapplethorpe’s 
pictures of this era, which include a lot of 
willies, active and inert, chained, pinned, 
licked and bound, are, depending on your 
taste, exhilaratingly frank or wince-makingly  
disgusting.

Mapplethorpe then made a second repu-
tation, after an Aids diagnosis. In his decline, 
he shot a series of self-portraits showing the 
ravages the disease wrought on his once- 
pretty features. These mix residual narcis-
sism with pitiless self-analysis. When he 
died, aged 42, in 1989 the New York Times 
obituary described him (and the foundation 
he established) as ‘a symbol of courage and 
resistance to the disease’. It said perhaps a 
little less about his photography.

The man has acquired a reverential aura, 
witnessed, not least, by these monumental 
books, each flawlessly produced and very 
heavy. One is a complete retrospective of his 
photographs, another a fascinating trawl of 
his archives and the third a gorgeous album 
of his flower pictures. But what was he like? 
In 1969 Mapplethorpe and his lover du jour, 
the aspiring poet Patti Smith, a woman, 
moved into the Chelsea Hotel, the Beat 
hangout. Income from their combined arts 
could not cover the rent, so Smith went shop-
lifting while Mapplethorpe went hustling on 
the East Side.  

At this point, it is not quite clear to what 
extent Smith recognised her partner’s pro-
clivities — although surely ages spent in 
front of the mirror, combing his hair while 
in tight leather trousers, then going missing 
for several hours, might have hinted at the 
possibility. Later, by now permanently gay, 
Mapplethorpe made a film about changing 
Smith’s used sanitary towels. Andy Warhol 
called the couple ‘dirty’ and ‘horrible’.  

In 1977 Mapplethorpe had his first exhi-
bitions in New York: simultaneous show-
ings at the Holly Solomon Gallery and 
the Kitchen. He was not a reporter, but an 
active participant in the often violent homo-
erotic world he photographed. True, he took 
pictures of nude women, but they seem 

THE SPECTATOR BOOKSHOP

All books reviewed can be bought at 
www.spectatorbookshop.co.uk

UK delivery is free. 
Alternatively, please call  

08430 600033 
to place an order.
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‘Like Georgia O’Keefe, Mapplethorpe eroticised flowers — possibly finding them more biddable than 
 his frisky partners in gimp masks and chains.’ Left: Self-portrait, 1982. Above: Calla Lily

nerveless and lack sexual charge. It is quite 
impossible to separate Mapplethorpe’s art 
from Mapplethorpe’s life, but there are tell-
ing contrasts. The former is fine, controlled 
and often very beautiful, even when treat-
ing ugly matter. The latter was a long, long 
sequence of what Eve Babitz called ‘squalid 
overboogie’. 

These were interesting times. With an 
incongruity that boggles, the crusty old  
snob and thin-lipped queen Sir John Pope-
Hennessy became a fan, as a letter repro-
duced in The Archive reveals. ‘The Pope’ 
had promoted himself from the V&A to the 
Metropolitan Museum. Until he arrived in 
New York, he had been a dogmatic cham-
pion of traditional art, resisting modernity 
on all fronts. Yet one 1986 visit to Mapple- 
thorpe’s studio to have his picture taken 
convinced the Pope of new artistic possi-
bilities: ‘Painters’ studios are no longer the 
places where prime works of art are pro-
duced,’ he wrote. History does not record 
what was the precise nature of Pope- 
Hennessy’s catalytic experience.

But  what  of  the  ar t?  Mapple- 
thorpe, from a humble Anglo-German-Irish  
family in Queens, studied at Brooklyn’s Pratt 
Institute. Here his interests were those of a 
regular art student and The Archive repro-
duces some late Sixties work which includes 

tormented Mervyn Peake-like etchings, pen-
and-ink drawings, polaroids, riffs on Pop and 
Duchampian assemblages.  

His mature photographs reveal an inter-
est in classical composition, learnt at Pratt, 
and a keen awareness of physical form. 
Claiming some inspiration from the Vogue 
photographer George Hoyningen-Huene, 
theatrically mannered lighting and Greek-

heroic postures added exceptional dignity to 
his subjects, even when those subjects were 
a spot of energetic fisting or a black man’s 
enormous schlong hanging dependent from 
the fly of a tailored polyester suit. 

In 1980 Mapplethorpe made a famous 
pair of self-portraits.  One showed a macho 
hunk leatherman, while the other showed 
the same man cross-dressed, made-up and 
coiffured into a femme fatale. I suppose you 
could say that these pictures illustrate the 
ambivalence we all feel about sexual iden-
tity. But then Mapplethorpe, like Georgia 
O’Keefe, began eroticising flowers. He had 
been photographing irises, orchids and lilies 
from early on, using them to practise compo-

sition and finding them possibly more bidda-
ble than his frisky partners in gimp masks and 
chains. But he was no horticulturalist: flow-
ers were brought in from 28th Street market,  
photographed and then discarded. It is 
not difficult to sense a metaphor trying to 
emerge here.

Mapplethorpe’s reputation was generat-
ed by the self-regarding, self-promoting, self-
adoring milieu of which he was a part. His 
was a New York of chancers and publicists 
and semi-talented hustlers like Jean-Michel 
Basquiat, who rose on a vortex of hype. In 
Outsiders, his 1963 study of deviance, the 
sociologist Howard S. Becker wrote: ‘Deviant 
behaviour is behaviour that people so label.’ 
And, as an extension to that: ‘It’s a work of 
art because we say it is!’ For reasons of this 
hermeticism, Manhattan’s favourite literary 
review is known as the New York Review of 
Each Others’ Books, a sort of self-help club. 
In this narcissistic reflecting pool, Mapple- 
thorpe made many remarkable images.   
Separated from Smith, he was assisted in 
his career by his rich, influential lover Sam  
Wagstaff, a magus of the scene, a collector 
and patron of Minimalism, who died of Aids 
two years before Mapplethorpe.

Calculated outrage was a part of the 
Mapplethorpe project. A 1989 exhibi-
tion at Washington’s Corcoran Gallery  

Mapplethorpe’s life was a long,  
long sequence of what Eve Babitz 

called ‘squalid overboogie’
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featured a self-portrait with the thick end 
of a bullwhip up his bum. There were, addi-
tionally, images of urophagia. Reacting to 
the fuss, the Corcoran cancelled the show 
and it moved to the less stellar Washing-
ton Project for the Arts. With predictably  
great success, Mapplethrope outraged, for 
example, the Family Association of Tupe-
lo, Missouri, who did not see in the recrea-
tional ingestion of urine, no matter how  
artfully presented or evidently enjoyed, any 
valuable source of inspiration or delight.

Polemics and pornography are insepa-
rable in Mapplethorpe, and sometimes get 
in the way of his art: his flowers are per-
haps more unambiguously enjoyable than 
his frolics. Patti Smith later described her-
self as a bad girl trying to be good while  
Mapplethorpe was a good boy trying to be 
bad. In that, he certainly succeeded. And 
Mapplethorpe told Dominick Dunne that 
he thought S&M stood for ‘sex and magic’, 
a nice retrospective rationalisation. Will his 
art outlive his status as an Aids martyr? Is 
there more to it than a fashionable interest in 
extreme sex? Do these books tell us anything 
new? I am not at all sure.

An exhibition of photographs — Robert 
Mapplethorpe: The Perfect Medium — 
is at the J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles, 
until 31 July.

MA in the History of Art:
the Renaissance to Modernism

October 2016 – September 2017

LONDON PROGRAMMES

T H E  U N I V E R S I T Y  O F

B U C K I N G H A M

A one-year, London-based, programme
of ten evening seminars and an individual
research-project, offering an overview
of Western art from the Renaissance to
the late 20th century, with lectures by a
series of internationally acclaimed art
historians, artists, and gallerists. 

Others wishing to attend the seminars,
but not intending to take the MA degree,
may join the course as Associate Students
at a reduced fee.

Lecturers for 2016/17 include:
Martin Kemp
MaryAnne Stevens
Richard Cork
Martin Gayford

Each seminar takes place in central 
London and is followed by a dinner 
during which participants can engage in
a general discussion with the guest expert
on the issues raised by the seminar.

Examination is by a research dissertation,
on an approved art history topic chosen 
by the student, of not less than 20,000
words.

Course enquiries and applications:

Claire Prendergast 

Humanities Research Institute

University of Buckingham

Tel. 01280 820204

or via email to the 

Course Director, Michael Prodger:

michael.prodger@buckingham.ac.uk
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Courting Sultana Isabel  
Marcus Nevitt
This Orient Isle: Elizabethan  
England and the Islamic World 
by Jerry Brotton 
Allen Lane, £20, pp. 209,  
ISBN 9780241004029

The idea for a mechanical cock was never 
going to work. In 1595 the English ambas-
sador to Constantinople, Edward Barton, 
advised Queen Elizabeth I that the sur-
est way for her to impress Sultan Mehmed 
III, the new leader of the formidable Otto-
man empire, was to send him a ‘clock in the 
form of a cock’. Knowing that Mehmed had 
a growing reputation for psychopathy rather 
than ornithology — he had his 19 brothers 
circumcised and then strangled to death — 
Elizabeth demurred and eventually sent him 
an elaborate clockwork organ instead. The 
organ was accompanied by its maker, Thom-
as Dallam, who spent his first month in Con-
stantinople fixing the damage it had suffered 
in transit before eventually playing it for the 
Sultan and his retinue at the Topkapi palace. 

However terrifying the gig, the artisan-
musician from Warrington thrilled his audi-
ence, delighting the Sultan so much that he 
gave Dallam £20 in gold, letting him play 

with his scimitar and frolic in his harem. Dal-
lam duly obliged, supplying us in his diary 
with the first written account in English of a 
sultan’s harem. Even though Mehmed want-
ed Dallam to stay indefinitely, he left after 
a few months, escorted back to his ship by a 
local translator called Finch who, as a Mus-
lim convert originally from Chorley, knew 
his companion’s home county of Lancashire 
every bit as well as the Ottoman territory 
they traversed. 

In Jerry Brotton’s fabulous new book, 
such encounters reveal both the strangeness 
of home and just how deep and entangled 
the roots of the Islamic and Christian faiths 
were in the early modern period. Brotton’s 
view of Elizabethan England as an ‘Orient 
Isle’ contests the idea of the nation existing 
in splendid or belligerent isolation from the 
Islamic world, a ‘sceptered isle... a fortress... 
against infection’ as John of Gaunt puts it in 
Richard II. 

Instead Brotton shows us how ‘Islam... 
is part of the national story of England’. 
This isn’t, though, a multiculturalist fantasy 
in which everyone was always respectfully 
sensitive to each other’s differences. Rather, 
Brotton traces how the anxieties, suspicions 
and xenophobia of Elizabethan Anglo-
Islamic relations emerged in tension with the 
establishment of such trading enterprises as 
the Barbary Company, the Levant Compa-
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ny and the Turkey Company, whose activi-
ties brought riches, tastes and fashions home 
from an international trade in fabrics, food 
and munitions with Muslim countries. These 
diplomatic and economic tensions produced 
the most profound political and religious 
uncertainties which, in turn, hothoused some 
of the greatest English dramatic art. 

The trade relations were written all over 
Elizabeth I’s face, or, at least, in her mouth. 
Her teeth were blackened by the Moroccan 
sugar that she and her subjects enjoyed with 
increasing relish (by 1569 England imported 
250 tonnes of it). The Anglo-Islamic politi-
cal conditions were more difficult to discern 
but were, nonetheless, unique to the Queen’s 
45-year reign. Excommunicated by Pope 
Pius V in 1570, the Queen and her advisers 
forged connections with a variety of Islam-
ic kingdoms in order to ensure their safety 
alongside the great neighbouring Roman 
Catholic power of Spain. In the wake of that 
most famous of English military successes, 
the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, 
Elizabeth wrote to Ahmed al-Mansur, Sul-
tan of Morocco, telling him of her triumph; in 
return the Queen was dubbed ‘Sultana Isa-
bel’, and a Moroccan ambassador, Ahmad 
Bilqasim, was sent to ride in state through 
London, with the prospect of an Anglo-
Moroccan assault on the reeling Spanish a 
real (if fleeting) possibility. With the acces-
sion of James I in 1603 and his vision of rap-

prochement with Spain, 
such alliances fell apart.

T h e y  m a d e  f o r 
great theatre, however. 
Throughout this peri-
od there was scarcely a 
professional playwright 
who failed to put a Turk-
ish, Persian, Saracen 
or Moorish character 
in at least one of their 
plays. While some of this 
drama, like Robert Wil-
son’s The Three Ladies of 
London (1581), offered 
only deadening moralism 
about the risks of trad-
ing with Turks, in more 
expert hands the nego-
tiation of Islamic-Chris-
tian relationships became 
the centrepiece for a new 
kind of theatrical enter-
tainment which probed 
the messy, contingent 
nature of confessional, 
racial and sexual iden-
tity. Thus, Christopher 
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine 
(1587), with its infamous 
Quran-burning scene, 
showed how all forms of 
religious zealotry, wheth-
er Christian or Islamic, 
might induce both awe 

and terror. Marlowe forged a theatre of 
doubt rather than moral absolutes, inviting 
audiences to regard such a hot topic very 
coolly, and ‘applaud it as you please’. 

Shakespeare, too, was obsessed with 
spooling ideas out of Islamic details through-
out his theatrical career. Whether reading 
Portia’s courtship by the Prince of Moroc-

co in The Merchant of Venice, the place of 
Sycorax, the Algerian mother of Caliban, in 
The Tempest, or Othello’s suicide, in which 
he both is and is not the ‘malignant and tur-
baned Turk’ of his own violent imaginings, 
Brotton expertly demonstrates how the 
Islamic world was always much closer to the 
national poet’s sense of a happy ending or 
tragic subjectivity than we might ever have 
thought. Brotton’s Shakespeare is no liberal 
or post-colonial commentator avant la lettre 
(a figure who haunts much academic discus-
sion about Shakespeare on race or religion). 
He is, instead, a brilliant artist enthralled by 
contemporary politico-religious uncertain-
ties about England’s place in Europe and the 
competing claims of Christianity and Islam. 
Brotton’s own book is itself a timely inter-
vention and a marvellous achievement.

After the defeat of the Armada, 
Elizabeth wrote to the Sultan of 

Morocco to tell him of her triumph

In 1600 Muhammad al-Annuri arrived in England, as the 
Moroccan ambassador, to propose an Anglo-Moroccan alliance.  
Shakespeare probably started writing Othello six months later

Hostage to misfortune 
Brian Martin
Waking Lions 
by Ayelet Gundar-Goshen,  
translated by Sondra Silverston 
Pushkin Press, £12.99, pp. 320, 
ISBN 9781782271567

Nordic noir is passé. Now we have Israeli 
noir. Waking Lions is a mordant thriller writ-
ten by a clinical psychologist who knows how 
the mind is tortured by deception, infidelity, 
obfuscation, suspicion and sex. Eitan Green 
is a neurosurgeon who, exhilaratedly driving 
his SUV at speed on the desert tracks out-
side Beersheba, runs down an Eritrean refu-
gee. As he looks at the body with its cracked 
skull, he thinks that since ‘he can’t save this 
man, at least he’d try to save himself’. 

From that point, Ayelet Gundar- 
Goshen’s omniscient narrator involves us 
in a web of lies, guilt, evasion, seduction and 
moral equivocation. The incident is regis-
tered officially as a hit-and-run case. Eitan’s 
wife, Liat, happens to be a senior police offic-
er. This might have turned into an American-
style minor thriller with predictable twists. 
Instead, it is a work of great subtlety which 
wrenches at the heart of both the family and 
the state, and makes for compulsive reading.

As befits Gundar-Goshen’s medical 
background, there is much understanding 
of anatomical detail in her writing. When 
Eitan inspects the body after the accident 
we are given a description of the gut ‘divid-
ed into the duodenum, the jejunum and the 
ileum’: unfolded it extends to a length of 
eight metres. Her imagery is unrelenting; the 
reason for Eitan’s ‘smooth and glistening’ lie 
is ‘as clear as the carcinogenic sun’. But her 
writing is also suffused with Hebraic ritual: 
Eitan’s anger burned ‘like a Sabbath hot-
plate; you turn it on and you don’t turn it off 
for two days’.

The major theme, the corrosiveness of 
guilt — which by habituation leads to the 
destruction of the self and all close and pro-
fessional relationships — is coupled with 
another topical one — of immigration, prej-
udice and the lure of apartheid within a state.

Eitan is held hostage by the slender, 
beautiful Eritrean wife of the man he has 
killed. What she demands from him in ser-
vice to her fellow refugees compounds his lie 
and complicates his life. It is not until a fur-
ther crucial event creates a balance of power 
between them that he is freed from his crush-
ing obligation and his femme fatale. 

At the end of this sophisticated, angst-
filled thriller, Gundar-Goshen writes of 
Eitan’s story: ‘It had been fascinating and 
seductive, and had aroused him to the depth 
of his soul the way such dark stories do.’ It 
does just the same for the reader — before, 
life returns to the ordinary: ‘The planet Earth 
is back in its orbit.’
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Graphic, bleak and  
misogynistic 
Lucy Ellmann

Patience
by Daniel Clowes 
Cape, £16.99, pp. 178,  
ISBN 9781910702451

If you could travel back in time, would 
you kill Hitler’s mother, seek out your old 
house and play ball with your former self, 
or locate your (eventual) wife during her 
unhappy adolescence and punch her vio-
lent boyfriends? These are the dilemmas 
facing Jack, the hero of Daniel Clowes’s 
latest graphic novel. The murderous atti-
tude towards Hitler’s mother (rather than 
towards Hitler himself) fits right in with an 
underlying misogyny throughout. Indebt-
ed to Hollywood for most of its ideas and 
its deficiencies, Patience only squeaks by in  
the Bechdel test.

It begins wittily enough with the tip of a 
penis, a semi-circle of cervix, and a big white 
splodge in between. Across this romantic 
conception scene the year 2012 is embla-
zoned. Patience is ‘preggo’, as she despair-
ingly puts it. She and her husband Jack want 
the baby but don’t have much money. He 
hasn’t even told her yet that his current job 

consists of handing out porno flyers. He’s 
about to fess up when Patience is murdered. 
As in The Fugitive, Jack is unjustly accused 
of the crime — but he gets off.

He proceeds to grieve for Patience 
and their unborn child for 17 chaste years, 
until 2029, when he happens upon a sci-
entist with a time machine. Though Jack 
admits that ‘all that sci-fi bullshit is way too 
much to wrap my stupid-ass brain around’, 
now begins a bitter tale of love lost and 
reclaimed via time warps.

‘POOF…BOOM…POW!’ As with Woody 
Allen, the descent into magic makes your 
heart sink. Clowes doesn’t need to retreat 
from reality — he needs to get closer to 
it. Still, Jack’s psychedelic freakouts add 
visual variety, since Clowes’s usual flat, 
denuded pictorial take on things can make 
Patrick Caulfield’s formalised functional-
ism seem rich and generous.

The real subjects here are banal hopes 
and dreams, with a bit of mock heroism 
thrown in, all set within the customary 
graphic-novel gloomsville. Unquestioned 
stereotypes (fatsos, good-hearted tarts, 
even the wise black sidekick) and narra-
tive clichés (the requisite murder, driv-
ing around, and male vengeance) reek of 
TV drama. There’s no actual law that says 
bleakness has to be portrayed in a bleak 
way. Edward Hopper rose above it.

Clowes gets more playful with the 

weirder psychological, physiological and 
ethical aspects of time travel. One two-
page spread throws every known sub-
stance in the universe into flux, and Jack’s 
heart, intestines, muscles and veins brief-
ly show through his clothing. Clowes is  
clever too at conveying night-time action. 
But the countless Vertigo-like depictions  
of Patience’s bland blonde head become 
aggravating.

Jack has his time-warp trials. He makes 
no friends when he attempts to pay for 
a 1985 breakfast with modern money (a 
veiled complaint, perhaps, that the Gov-
ernment ever changed the look of the good 
old dollar bill). A woman in a bar admires 
Jack’s 2029 jacket: ‘Whoa, did you make 
that yourself?’ In a casino he toys with the 
(Back to the Future) temptation to place 
bets on the results of ancient NFL games. 
How American, and how male, to remem-
ber those football scores in the midst of 
metaphysical, galactic disarray.

But Patience is most of all an invasion-
of-privacy fantasy: a man goes back in time 
to snoop on his future wife, read her diary, 
and check her out at a young age — sup-
posedly to prevent her later murder. The 
gory close-up of the dead Patience’s open 
eye is a bad sign, and this is where the real-
ly icky intrusiveness begins. It’s getting so 
a girl can’t be clunked on the head in peace 
any more.
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China’s silk road. 
Now made 
smoother.
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Lost in translation 
Aidan Hartley
Trencherman
by Eben Venter, translated by Luke Stubbs 
Scribe Publications, £12.99, pp. 336, 
ISBN 9781925228366

Trencherman was first published in Afri-
kaans in 2006 and translated into English 
for a South African readership shortly after-
wards, but has only now found a UK pub-
lisher. Eben Venter — one of the notable 
voices in white South African writing post-
Apartheid — has been ‘temporarily’ based 
in Australia for more than two decades,  
but returns to his home for stories. You can 
see why.

After Disgrace, J.M. Coetzee emigrat-
ed to Australia — and hasn’t published a 
decent novel since. He evacuated his subject. 
For Africa-born whites, the one thing worse 
than staying is leaving. The left brain urges 
you to settle in a safe economy with pros-
pects, where the right brain dies. Africa’s 
contradictions are the author’s larder, hung 
with the biltong of sinewy emotions.

Out of such emotions Venter created 
this modern retelling of Conrad’s Heart 
of Darkness. Marlouw, an Afrikaner in  
Melbourne, is persuaded by his sister to fly 

back to SA to retrieve his prodigal nephew 
Koert, who has gone to ground on Oup-
laas, the old family farm. Venter sketch-
es a dystopian near-future South Africa  
where the state has failed, gangs rule and all 
is corrupt, derelict, cut off, impoverished and 
diseased.

On Ouplaas, the Africans who were 
handed the farm by Marlouw’s family dec-
ades earlier have multiplied: ‘Children to 
the left and the mongrels to the right.’ They 

quarrel about booze and sex, the last of the 
sheep are dying, the tractor’s kaput, bore-
holes are broken and it’s overgrazed. Mar-
louw asks a youth in gold trainers:

‘How can you survive on a farm where there’s 
no more water? You’ll have to leave. Aren’t 
you worried about that?’
   He spits on his index finger and buffs his 
Nikes. ‘No…’

Yet Marlouw finds the Africans in thrall to 
Koert, looking to him for a supply of nyama 
(meat), Bell’s whisky and the use of his Nin-
tendo. Masked men deny Marlouw access to 

his nephew, who barricades himself in a lair 
with the old family furniture.

Marlouw is told: ‘The whites who’ve 
remained in Africa have become crafty, 
always showing their teeth… They swallow 
you whole.’ Afrikaners once felt a sense of 
manifest destiny to rule the country, God’s 
gift to their volk. Yet after 13 generations 
there, Marlouw says of his family: ‘It was 
a culture that never suited this land.’ Now 
slum-dwellers are desecrating the family 
cemetery. ‘I was afraid we Afrikaners would 
be wiped out, roots and all. That’s the heart 
of my fear.’ The final collapse on Ouplaas 
happens as the nyama runs out and Koert 
appears‚ an impressively disturbing figure.

I’m not sure that this variation on the 
theme of Heart of Darkness in a modern 
Africa entirely works though. Venter is best 
when he drives for something all his own. 
This is a riff not about the ravages of west-
ern civilisation in Africa but about the fate 
of Afrikaners and their language:

Like the Jews, the Afrikaners have forsaken 
themselves to a mighty diaspora and left the 
blood river for good; though unlike the Jews, 
they even cast their language on the waters 
like stale bread…

We might ask where Venter is coming 
from. As with Coetzee, a binary explanation 
fails to capture the nuance of experience. In 

For Africa-born whites,  
the one thing worse than  

staying is leaving
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rian Owen Chadwick put it, he 
was ‘the most Christian bishop 
of his age, but had little idea 
how to commend the points 
he wanted to press’, so most of 
his causes — the ecumenical 
movement is the great excep-
tion  — did not prevail. His 
importance lies in his witness 
to the truth as he saw it. T.S. 
Eliot, whom Bell encouraged 
to write Murder in the Cathe-
dral, described him as ‘a lov-
able man’. Bell had, said Eliot, 
‘dauntless integrity’, and ‘no 
fear of the consequences’ of 
speaking out: ‘With this went 
understanding and simplicity 
of manner, the outward signs, 
I believe, of inward humility.’

Fifty-seven years after 
George Bell’s death, his own 
diocese, supported by the 
national Church authorities, 
announced that Bell had sex-
ually abused a child between 
1949 and 1953. They gave no 
details, and paid compensa-
tion. (The complainant later 
revealed herself to have been 
a five-year-old girl when the 
alleged abuse began.) The 
Church said it had decided 

against Bell ‘on the balance of probabili-
ties’. No other such accusations — or even 
rumours — have ever been heard against 
Bell. His name was removed from build-
ings and institutions named after him. 

A recent detailed review of the case 
showed that no effort had been made by 
the Church to consider the evidence for 
Bell: his voluminous papers and diaries had 
not been consulted, nor had living people 
who worked with him at that time (includ-
ing one domestic chaplain, Adrian Carey, 
now aged 94, who spent virtually every 
waking moment with Bell for more than 
two of the years in which the abuse sup-
posedly happened). His cause was given 
no legal advocate. Instead, in a process still 
kept secret, the ‘victim’ was believed. The 
normal burden of proof was reversed and 
so it was considered wicked to doubt her 
veracity. 

As Chandler puts it, ‘We are asked to 
invest an entire authority in one testi-
mony and to dismiss all the materials by 
which we have come to know the historical 
George Bell as mere figments of reputa-
tion.’ Of course, if Bell was guilty, his high 
reputation should not protect him. But we 
have not been given the chance to estab-
lish fairly whether he was. Jesus, of course, 
also suffered from unjust process. When 
the Church forgets this, it is not — as it  
claims — rejecting the dreadful child-
abuse cover-ups of the past. It is dishon-
ouring the example of its founder.       

Witness to the truth 
Charles Moore

George Bell, Bishop of Chichester: 
Church, State and Resistance in the 
Age of Dictatorship
by Andrew Chandler 
Eerdmans, £25.99 pp. 224, 
ISBN 9780802872272

George Bell (1883–1958) was, in many 
respects, a typical Anglican prelate of his 
era. He went to Westminster and Christ 
Church, and passed his career in the  
C of E’s fast stream. Never a parish priest, 
he became, first, chaplain (and later, biog-
rapher) of the Archbishop of Canterbury, 
Randall Davidson; next, Dean of Canter-
bury; finally, Bishop of Chichester. He was 
not an intellectual or a contemplative. He 
was an effective, energetic leader, strongly 
interested in public affairs, a natural can-
didate to end up as an archbishop of the 
established church.

This did not happen, probably because 
Bell opposed ‘area’ Allied bombing of 
Germany in the second world war. Such 
carpet-bombing threatened ‘the roots of 
civilisation’, he said. The British war cabi-
net, by permitting the indiscriminate dev-
astation of civilian populations, was ‘blind 
to the harvest’. 

Given the titanic nature of the struggle 
against Hitler, it is not surprising that many, 
from Winston Churchill downwards, were 
angry with Bell. When Bell’s office request-
ed transport for him to visit an RAF station 
in his diocese, an officer there retorted: 
‘Let the bugger bike.’ But Bell was not a 
pacifist, and he was someone who, against 
the trend, had always warned against the 
Nazis. In the 1930s and even — when con-
tacts were minimal — in the 1940s, Bell 
did everything he could to support Chris-
tian resistance in Germany. Close to many 
of the July plotters against Hitler in 1944, 
he was probably the only senior English  
clergyman to work actively with those try-
ing to overthrow the regime. He sought 
unsuccessfully to persuade the British gov-
ernment to back them.

This commitment explains why the last 

message of Pastor Dietrich Bonhoeffer, 
before he was murdered by the SS in April 
1945, was to Bell. The principle of ‘uni-
versal Christian brotherhood which rises 
above all national hatreds’, Bonhoeffer 
said in that message, means that ‘our vic-
tory is certain’. 

 ‘Universal Christian brotherhood’ can 
sound platitudinous, but the spectacle of 
Christians killing one another in vast num-
bers twice in the 20th century showed that 
it is all too easily forgotten. To Bell (and 

Bonhoeffer), it meant everything. That is 
why he absolutely resisted writing off all 
Germans. His striking way of putting it was 
‘Germany was the first country in Europe 
to be occupied by the Nazis.’

Round this, as Andrew Chandler sets 
out in this learned and thoughtful book, 
Bell organised his thought and action: his 
help for Jewish refugees and persecuted 
‘non-Aryan’ Christians; for all the German 
churches which refused to enter the stooge 
‘Reichkirche’; for those detained as ‘enemy 
aliens’ on the Isle of Man; for a negotiat-
ed peace if Hitler were overthrown; and  
for those trying to rebuild Germany after 
its defeat. 

Bell lacked political skill. As the histo-

one interview, Venter has said: ‘I think Koert 
is the guy readers should be worried about, 
not the black people who’ve screwed up 
their farm.’ In another, he complains that in 
post-Mandela South Africa 

people with little or no education are led by 
semi-literate majesties who tell them to show-
er after they’ve had sex without protection, to 
bring on the machine guns, to eat beetroot if 
they’re HIV-positive.

It’s hard to argue with either of these 
perspectives.

A lovable man, of dauntless  
integrity, fearless in speaking out, 

 was T.S. Eliot’s view of George Bell

George Bell in his study at Chichester Palace in 1943
GETTY IMAGES
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‘Beachy Head’ by Eric Ravilious

Pure and endless light 
Honor Clerk
Six Facets of Light
by Ann Wroe 
Cape, £25, pp. 305, 
ISBN 9781910702321

There has been extraordinarily little bright 
sunlight in the far northwest corner of Brit-
ain over the past year. Damp, drizzling 
summer, an endless sequence of howling 
autumnal gales and downpours, a muddy 
dismal winter. Then at the beginning of 
February, by some accounts traditionally a 
season for good weather in northern Scot-
land, a series of brilliant sparkling days 
arrived unannounced. While the rest of 
the country shivered and dripped, the sun 
in the north bounced off the sea, the hills 
were brilliant with deep snow, the night sky 
was clear and starry, northern lights puls-
ing on the horizon and the moon bright 
enough to read by. 

Enough to turn anyone’s fancy to 
Gerard Manley Hopkins. And this is what 
happens to Ann Wroe. Walking on the Sus-
sex Downs, she observes the effects of light 
on the world around her, contemplates its 
source, its nature, its qualities and ponders 
how others have analysed it, observed and 
recorded it in words, on paper and can-
vas, even translated it into music. Taking a 
notebook out of her rucksack she records, 
Hopkins-style, particular moments that 
strike her most forcibly and sometimes she 
makes a whole poem of them.  

This book gathers up these and other 
meditations, drawing on her own experi-
ence and on the great observers of nature 
— John Clare, Coleridge and Wordsworth, 
Gilbert White, Walt Whitman, Henry 
David Thoreau, W.H. Hudson, the now lit-
tle-known Victorian Richard Jeffries and, 
above all, Hopkins. To these, and many  
others, she adds the most luminous of native 
painters — Samuel Palmer, William Blake, 
Turner and her abiding Sussex genius, Eric  
Ravilious. She calls in Empedocles, 
Hermes Trismegistus, the Muslim polymath  

Al-Kindi, Newton, Galileo, Einstein, 
Clerk Maxwell, Goethe and Messaien, and 
weaving together their theories, observa-
tions and calculations into six ‘facets’, cor-
rals this huge subject more or less into a  
coherent shape. 

From the white chalk paths in a Ravil-
ious watercolour illuminated by the 
absence of paint on paper to the numinous 
angels in San Marco; the ‘blissful sight’ 
to Chaucer of the light-sensitive daisy 
which ‘softneth all my sorwe’ to Hopkins’s 
‘dapple-dawn-drawn falcon’; from New-
ton’s prisms to Goethe’s colour theory,  
from Genesis to the inner light, the  
‘invisible Sun within us’, this is an assort-
ment of bits and pieces collected and 
written about with an intensely personal 
fervour. 

In 1638 the young Milton met the aged 
Galileo, blind in his right eye, his left 
‘rendered null by continual weeping’

As such it treads the narrowest path 
between lyricism and overwriting, and 
almost inevitably, sometimes falls off. From 
dewdrops on spiders’ webs and heartsease 
in fields of rape, it’s a small step to whisk-
ers on kittens, but if these sorts of essays 
are a huge self-indulgence, it’s a self-indul-
gence that bravely lays the writer bare and 
offers up a host of treasures, some of which 
will resonate and stick and become part of 
the reader’s own armoury of images and 
anecdotes.

It’s hard to resist the picture of John 
Clare falling asleep outside on a cold 
autumn night and waking to find the whole 
right side of himself covered in frost. ‘His 
one side,’ as Ann Wroe has it, ‘fustian 
brown, beer-stained and worn, the other 
dazzling white’. Or Blake’s altercations 
with the Archangel Gabriel on the merits 
of Michelangelo as a painter of angels: 

‘How do you know?’ Blake asked. ‘I know, 
for I sat for him,’ Gabriel snapped back.

Who wouldn’t want to know that in 1638 
the young Milton met the aged Galileo, 
blind in his right eye, his left ‘rendered null 
by continual weeping’. Or that in 1983 the 
standard measurement of the metre was 
established as the distance travelled by light 
in one 299,792,458th of a second. ‘By that  
minute fraction of the track of light,’ as 
Wroe says, ‘the draper’s assistant deals out 
tape.’ Or that the poet George Herbert 
longed to be an orange tree: ‘Then should I 
ever laden be,/ And never want/ Some fruit 
for him that dressed me.’  

There are wonderful pickings in this 

THE BRIDGEMAN ART LIBRARY
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When pop gave way to rock 
James Walton

Never a Dull Moment:  
1971 — Rock’s Golden Year 
by David Hepworth 
Bantam, £20, pp. 384, 
ISBN 9780593074862

According to David Hepworth, the year he 
turned 21 was also the year when ‘a huge 
proportion of the most memorable albums 
ever made were released’. Having been a 
rock journalist for four decades, he does 
of course know the theory that everybody 
thinks music was at its best when they were 
young.  But, as he puts it with untypical 
— if presumably ironic — machismo, the 
‘important difference in the case of me and 
1971’ is that ‘I’m right’. 

The strange thing is that he might well 
be.  If the Mercury Prize had existed in 1971, 
Hunky Dory, Led Zeppelin IV, Imagine, 
Every Picture tells a Story, Who’s Next and 
Sticky Fingers would have been up against 
at least half a dozen others that, 45 years 
on, rock fans of any age are likely to know  
better than most of the recent winners. 

And that’s just the albums from Britain. 
The same year also produced Joni Mitch-
ell’s Blue, Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going 
On, Neil Young’s Harvest and the record 
that, by Hepworth’s reckoning, ‘invent-
ed the album business’. Made in just five 
three-hour sessions in January 1971, Car-
ole King’s Tapestry was released with very 
little fanfare. Yet, 25 million sales later, the 
recent news that the 74-year-old King will 
perform it this summer in Hyde Park was 
greeted with levels of grateful excitement 
the returning Christ might settle for.  

On the whole, this is a state of affairs 
we now take so much for granted (Carole 

King? Tapestry? Who wouldn’t be excit-
ed?) that it’s easy to forget how unim-
aginable it would once have been — not 
least in 1971. Fortunately, one of the many 
strengths of Hepworth’s book is that it 
combines both perspectives: emphasis-
ing how much a part of 21st-century life 
these albums remain, while also remind-
ing us that, back when they were made, 
what most people took for granted was 
pop’s lack of a shelf life. (Even greatest-
hits collections were rare, and the Beach 
Boys would refuse to play festivals if they 
hadn’t got any new material.) Only in 1971 
did the idea of a rock canon first begin to 
take shape. 

As so often, the change began with Bob 
Dylan, who at George Harrison’s Concert 
for Bangla Desh performed such ancient 
songs as ‘Like a Rolling Stone’ (from six 
years before). Nonetheless, as Hepworth 
points out, even Bob couldn’t have expect-
ed that he’d still be doing it in 2016.  The 
last chapter ends with Elvis on tour in 
1971, his best work long behind him — but 
still leading the audience in a celebration 
of his own legend.  It was, Hepworth ring-
ingly declares, not a vision of rock’s past, 
but of its future. 

Last November, Jon Savage’s 1966: The 
Year the Decade Exploded made a more 
orthodox suggestion for rock’s most sig-
nificant year. The differences between 
his book and Hepworth’s, though, go far 
beyond the chronological. 

Like Savage, Hepworth gives us plen-
ty of proper social history and music crit-
icism. He serves up several convincing 
theories as to why 1971 proved so spe-
cial, including the fact that the history of 
recorded sound had reached ‘the golden 
moment when technology became a help 

and wasn’t yet a hindrance’. A modern 
click track, for example, would certainly 
have prevented Led Zeppelin’s ‘Rock and 
Roll’ from speeding up the way it does — 
but at what cost to the overall feel?  

Rather than Savage’s chin-stroking  
earnestness, however, the prevailing tone 
here is one of affectionate, at times slightly 
head-shaking deadpan comedy. (By 1971, 
Van Morrison’s wife Janet Rigsbee ‘had 
changed her name to Janet Planet to sig-
nify her oneness with the universe’.)  And 
the same winning irreverence extends to 
Hepworth’s judgements: among them the 
heretical but entirely defensible ideas that 
What’s Going On is wildly overrated as 
social commentary, and that Nick Drake 
was a bit of an arse. 

There’s an unfailingly sharp eye, too, 
for mischievous facts, such as Eric Clapton 
agreeing to play for the starving of Bang-
ladesh only if Harrison kept him supplied 
with his favourite New York heroin. Mick 
Jagger and Bianca’s St Tropez wedding — 
a.k.a. ‘the shabbiest bun-fight in the history 
of both rock and marriage’ — is given the  
full set-piece treatment over several tragi-
comic pages that end with Jagger’s bewil-
dered father weaving his way out through 
various drugged-up rock stars, and still 
carrying the wedding present he’d had no 
opportunity to hand over. ‘I hope my other 
son doesn’t become a superstar,’ he told a 
reporter feelingly as he left. 

Near the beginning of this richly enjoy-
able book, Hepworth argues that 1971 saw 
the pop era giving way to rock. Even so, his 
own approach is much more like the best 
pop: never taking itself too seriously, essen-
tially out to entertain — but also an awful 
lot smarter than its absence of solemnity 
might lead you to think. 

allusive, largely Christo-centric book. 
Drawing in the main on English literature 
and painting, Wroe digs out gems from a 
cultural landscape that is broadly familiar 
to the British reader. Some omissions come 
as a surprise — and one of the charms of 
this book is that it makes you think out-
side its covers. Thankfully, she gives  
Holman Hunt’s ‘Light of the World’ a miss, 
but no place for Henry Vaughan’s ‘I saw 
Eternity the other night’? 

It throws up some intriguing oddities 
too. I wonder if any other reader is puzzled 
by the mention of the two fields at West 
Dean in Sussex, named Lampland and 
Tapersland, which ‘were farmed in the 14th 
century to provide candles for the tomb of 
Isabella Heringod’. Rush lights perhaps?  
And it’s as well to know that you ‘cannot 
eat’ the fruit of the hawthorn, as my forag-
ers’ cookbook has a number of recipes for 
hawthorn salad.  

I Meet Anon from Time to Time

Atmosphere pours from him like a smell –
the smell of wanting something. We can guess.
Nothing properly formulated. Paper
and string, but marked rejected by the postman

who brings it back. He wanders, lost forever,
along the cinder path, by the chain-link fence,
towards the broken concrete of his teens.
I don’t think he will ever find the place.

But meanwhile, if he spots you in the street,
exhilaration grips you both: he recites
his latest inconsiderate heap of nouns
and you take off like a salmon that smells home.

— Alistair Elliot
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The future is here
With the release of Oculus Rift – virtual reality you can buy from a shop – cinema will  

never be the same again, says Peter Hoskin 

Oculus Rift. It sounds like something 
from a science fiction novel, and in 
many ways it is. Its release this week 

is the first stirring of a future stuffed with 
virtual reality headsets. The hope of its Cali-
fornian engineers and their bitcoin backers 
is that we, the consumers, will soon use them 
to spend a whole lot of time outside of our 
lives. Strap the goggles to your face, position 
the headphones over your ears, press the on 
button, and — bzzzztp — you’re in a differ-
ent world.

The question is, who will create these 
worlds? The first prototype of the Oculus 
Rift was built five years ago by an 18-year-
old called Palmer Luckey, and he had an 
18-year-old’s use for it: video games. Luck-
ey was obsessed with video games to the 
point where he wanted to jump in and feel 
as though he were walking around them. 
Others had this yearning too. Big shots in 
the gaming industry tried out Luckey’s tech, 
and various light bulbs, cash registers and 
bugle calls went off in their heads. This, they 
thought, would be a playground for game 
designers and gamers.         

Five years later, Luckey is many millions 
of dollars richer, and his creation is still mar-
keted more as a gaming device than anything 
else. But other art forms are now being co-
opted to the cause — including cinema. At 
last year’s Sundance Film Festival, Oculus 
didn’t just announce the birth of their Story 
Studio, they also showed baby’s first movie. 
This five-minute animated short, called Lost 
and directed by a former employee of Pixar, 

places its begoggled viewers in the middle 
of a forest. They look around. What’s that in 
the undergrowth? Oh, it’s a severed robotic 
hand. Can you hear that noise? It’s the robot 
coming to find it.

Lost has since been surpassed by another 
film from the Oculus Story Studio. This one, 
Henry, brings us into the house of an ani-
mated hedgehog as he prepares for his birth-
day party. The plot, to the extent that there 
is one, is sweet but not exactly cutting edge: 
poor Henry is lonely because his spikes keep 
him out of hug’s reach of other cartoon crit-

ters. What is cutting edge is the way Henry 
communicates his sadness — by finding and 
gazing into the viewer’s eyes. He acknowl-
edges your presence because, in a weird sort 
of way, that’s what you are: present.

Of course, it’s not actually Henry doing 
this (sorry, kids). This cutesy little hedgehog 
seems to know where you are in his house 
because he has been coded that way, making 
this as much a computer program as a tradi-
tional movie. In fact, both Henry and Lost 
were realised in a program known as Unreal 
Engine 4 that is normally used for making 
video games. They are not so far removed 
from what Luckey envisioned for his head-
set in the first place.

But not all VR movies are related to 

video games, nor even animated. For their 
documentary-style short Waves of Grace, 
Gabo Arora and Chris Milk took a camera 
capable of shooting in 360 degrees into the 
all-round horror of Liberia’s ebola outbreak. 
Among the sights they captured is an open 
grave as a phalanx of health workers drop 
off yet another body. You can look down 
into it. There’s no need for the interactive 
trickery of Henry here. People still seem to 
meet your gaze, but in fact they were looking 
at the camera as it passes them by.          

Filmmakers will have to learn new meth-
ods if they want to work in these virtual 
realities — and so will their audiences. Ever 
since its beginning, cinema has had a certain 
kind of fixity to it. We all see the same imag-
es on the screen, even if we interpret them 
in different ways. But now, with VR mov-
ies, people can choose their own images like 
never before. An expensive action sequence 
can be a great nothingness if viewers decide 
to stare at a pretty extra instead. Dialogue 
can be turned into a voiceover narration 
with a twist of the neck. Editing and camera 
angles lose meaning.    

This might even provoke some good 
old-fashioned moral dilemmas. Critics talk 
about a sex scene or a murder being shot 
‘tastefully’ if the camera retreats from the 
stickiest or bloodiest moments. So what does 
it say about you, you sicko, if you keep on 
watching? If you lean in for closer look?        

The real test will come if — or when — 
the interactive promise of Henry coalesces 
with the live-action filmmaking that we are 

So what does it say about you – you 
sicko – if you keep on watching,  

lean in for a closer look?
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uncomfortable to wear. There are already 
concerns that some people get motion sick-
ness when they look around a virtual world.  

But film fans should refrain from dis-
missing virtual reality as a gimmick just yet, 
not least because film has done very well 
out of gimmicks. Its practitioners began by 
blending photography and music and the-
atre, and then they added talking, colour, 
special effects and 3-D along the way. Even 
the failures, such as Hans Laube’s infamous 
Smell-O-Vision, have been successes of a 
sort. They are all part of the constant techno-
logical striving that, to some extent, defines 
cinema as a medium.     

used to. A virtual reality remake of Titanic 
could allow you to push Leo overboard and 
make off with Kate in a lifeboat, well before 
any icebergs heave into view. Movies could 
become participatory in ways that not only 
pornographers will exploit. 

All of this might sound preposterous. 
Perhaps it is. There are various impedi-
ments to be overcome before we can watch 
Titanic: With a Vengeance, some of which are 
technological, many of which are to do with 
the marketplace. At £499, Oculus Rift isn’t 
cheap. Neither is one of its early rivals, the 
£689 HTC Vive. These headsets might not 
be priced to catch on, particularly if they are 

Who knows? Perhaps this endless evo-
lution will take us outside of cinema itself, 
into the unknown, and cause us to rewrite 
our previous definitions. The mighty Wer-
ner Herzog, who recently completed a doc-
umentary about our digitised world, seems 
to believe that this is where virtual reality 
belongs already. 

‘I am convinced that this is not going to 
be an extension of cinema or 3-D cinema 
or video games,’ he told the New Yorker 
recently. ‘It is something new, different, and 
not experienced yet.’ 

Well, Werner, pop down to your local 
Currys — we can all experience it now. 
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Exhibitions 
Old masters 
Martin Gayford

Death on the Nile
Fitzwilliam Museum, until 22 May

Russia and the Arts: The Age of 
Tolstoy and Tchaikovsky
National Portrait Gallery, until 26 June

The Fitzwilliam Museum is marking its 
bicentenary with an exhibition that takes 
its title from Agatha Christie: Death on the 
Nile. But it turns out it was another writer of 
a different type of fiction who was directly 
involved. M.R. James, author of Ghost Sto-
ries of an Antiquary, amassed some of the 
exhibits in his capacity as director of the  
Fitzwilliam from 1893 to 1908. And almost 
any object on display would have made a 
perfect prop for one of his tales, because the 
subject is ancient Egyptian coffins.

Generally, the main character in a story 
by James is a retiring gentleman scholar who 
comes across a venerable item which then 
brings upon him some diabolic haunting 
or curse. He did not actually write a narra-
tive beginning with a curator who receives 
an ornately decorated 3,000-year-old cas-
ket from a burial site in Middle Egypt. But 
in real life, James did negotiate the Fitzwil-
liam’s acquisition of several fabulous items 
on show in Death on the Nile.  

Among these are the cedarwood box, 
from around 1,900 bc, which once contained 
the mummy of a woman named Nakht, 
described as ‘lady of the house’. It is, as is 
sometimes the case with Egyptian antiqui-
ties, weirdly well-preserved. The timber — 
an expensive, imported item which seems to 
have been recycled — is almost completely 
intact. On one side the paintwork has been 
damaged by water, but elsewhere the hiero-
glyphic inscriptions and depictions of palace 
façades are fresh and almost jaunty. 

It is true, as a text in the exhibition argues, 
that the ancient Egyptian obsession with 
death was in fact a preoccupation with life 
— and how to prolong it in the afterlife. That 
is why the tomb of a man called Khety from 
2010–1950 bc contained miniature sculp-
tures of workers baking, butchering a cow, 
filling a granary and sailing boats on which 
Khety could travel on the river. Inscriptions 
on his coffin (also acquired by James) ask 
the gods Osiris and Anubis to provide offer-
ings for him to use. Evidently, the plan was 
for Khety to have a comfortable time in the 
hereafter.

Nonetheless, there is something eerie 
about Egyptian grave goods. Partly, this is 
to do with their preservation. Our sense of 
age is connected to normal rates of decay, 
so we are not used to seeing wooden and 
cloth objects, thousands of years old, that 
look only slightly battered. The other thing 
that’s a little uncanny is that all these carv-
ings, pictures and painted inscriptions were 
not intended to be seen by living eyes at all, 

but by those of the gods and the dead. It is 
quite easy to imagine James penning a dis-
turbing narrative — his are the most haunt-
ing of ghost stories — entitled ‘The Coffin 
of Nakht’.

The exhibition, most of which comes 
from the Fitzwilliam’s own collection, is evi-
dence of how rich in diverse masterpieces 
the museum is. A display entitled Celebrat-
ing the First 200 Years illustrates some of its 
history. The founder, Richard, 7th Viscount 
Fitzwilliam (1745–1816), was an engaging 
Irish aristocrat who was responsible for 
developing a section of Georgian Dublin. 
He was also a harpsichordist and spent time 
in Paris, where he met the love of his life, 
a ballerina who went by the name of Mad-
emoiselle Zacharie. When Lord Fitzwil-
liam died, apparently as the result of a fall 
from his library steps — a thoroughly M.R. 
Jamesian accident, by the way — he left his 
old master paintings, drawings, medieval 
manuscripts, books and musical scores to 
Cambridge University (he was an old Trin-
ity Hall man). 

The last exhibit in Death on the Nile, 
chronologically, is a mummy with, at its 
top, a naturalistic portrait in the manner 
of ancient Greek painters. It’s a marvel-
lous example of cultural fusion, and also a 
reminder that portraiture can be a monu-
ment to the dead. The same point is made 
in a different way by Russia and the Arts: 
The Age of Tolstoy and Tchaikovsky at the 
National Portrait Gallery. Made up of loans 
from the State Tretyakov Gallery in Mos-

Wooden model 
of a brewing 
and baking 
workshop, 
Egypt, c.2000 BC,
Fitzwilliam 
Museum, 
Cambridge



“What all my paintings are fundamentally about is the balance between the known and the 
unknowable: the boats with all my knowledge about how they are made matched by the dialogue with 
the paint; using what skill I have to create a piece of  art that contains more than just the sum of  its 
parts but, hopefully, something of  the human spirit also. It ’s about using head (idea), heart (feelings) 
and hand (skill) – a creative holy trinity. And I do think that work is a form of  prayer or meditation. 
I long for that timeless out-of-body moment when everything is working well.” James Dodds

JAMES DODDS

Bermuda Fitted Dinghy “Victory 1885”
oil on linen 

80 x 130 cms   311⁄2 x 511⁄8 ins

Exhibition 6th – 22nd April 

MESSUM’S
Informative and fully illustrated catatalogue and price list £15 inc p&p

28 Cork St reet ,  L ondon W1S 3NG Tel:  +4 4 (0)20 7437 5545 i n fo@messu ms.com w w w.messu ms.com

James’ skill in depicting working vessels has justifi ably earned him a reputation on both 

sides of  the Atlantic. These famous Bermuda racing dinghies are the subject of  his latest 

commission. 
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cow, this contains portrayals of just about 
anyone who was notable in Russian litera-
ture and music between the mid-19th cen-
tury and the first world war. Artistically it 
comes down — as perhaps the culture of 
Tsarist Russia itself does — to an array of 
great writers and composers. 

They are all there, often painted in a real-
ist, almost photorealist mode that seems to 
bring these people from long ago and far 
away very close (which is, of course, the feat 
of time travel a good portrait can perform). 
Tolstoy was painted by Nikolai Ge in 1884 
at his opulent desk, frowning with concen-
tration in the very act of writing. As paint-
ed by Vasily Perov, Dostoevsky seems to 
shrink into himself, melancholy but filled 
with inner tension. 

Most memorable of all is Ilya Repin’s 
1881 portrait of Modest Musorgsky: a pic-
ture of a man contemplating his own demise. 
This was painted in the Nikolaevsky Mili-
tary Hospital, where the musician, a chron-
ic alcoholic, had been admitted. It records 
Musorgsky’s rosy drinker’s nose and reflec-
tive demeanour. According to Repin, he 
was living ‘under a strict regime of sobrie-
ty’, but still dreaming of booze. Eventually, 
an attendant smuggled in a bottle of cognac. 
The next day, Repin arrived to find his sit-
ter, aged 42, was no longer among the living. 
A case, you might say, of death on the Neva.  

F R E E 
M A G A Z I N E

M I S S E D  Y O U R  C O P Y ?
E m a i l  y o u r  p o s t a l  a d d r e s s  t o 

L I F E @ S P E C T A T O R . C O . U K 
t o  r e c e i v e  t h e  s p r i n g  i s s u e

S u b j e c t  t o  a v a i l a b i l i t y

      Comedy of
            terrors

B A N G  B A N G
Y O U ’ R E  B R O K E

Aidan Hartley falls in love  
with a £130,000 rifle

M E D I C I N E 
F O R

T H E  M O B
Jeremy Clarke  

meets the mafia’s  
favourite doctor 

T H E  S P E C T A T O R ’ S
K I M  K A R D A S H I A N 

Mary Killen on how she became  
a  Gogglebox reality star

 T H E  E A G L E
  H A S  L A N D E D

Sean Macaulay  
on bringing  

Eddie the Eagle  
to the big screen

WHO ARE EU KIDDING? 

Roger Scruton on Europe’s future

WILLIAM COOK 
GETS NAKED IN 
BADEN-BADEN

Sean Langan tracks down TI NA   F E Y  
to talk about his part in her new war film

Television 
Love at first sight 
James Delingpole

Now the kids are back for the school hol-
idays, I have a licence to watch complete 
trash again. No more brooding Scandi dra-
mas (though Follow the Money is shaping 
up very nicely — plus, as an added bonus, 
its anti-windfarm theme is really winding 
up Guardian readers) — just pure televisual 
soma, such as the masses use to anaesthe-
tise themselves after another thankless day 
in their veal-fattening pens.

First Dates (C4, Fridays), for example. 
You wouldn’t want to pig out on more than 
one episode at a time but it’s about as per-
fectly formed a TV experience as you’ll get: 
you laugh, you cry, you gawp, you cringe; you 
feel uplifted by the stories with happy end-
ings and reassured by the ones without as 
you realise — hurrah! — there are lots of 
people out there who are worse off than you.

It’s a reality TV series — now in its sixth 
season — in which random couples of vary-
ing ages and sexual tastes are filmed expe-
riencing their first dates over dinner at a 
London restaurant (the Paternoster Chop 
House). Until the moment they meet they 
know nothing about one another. But usu-
ally they have at least one thing very much 
in common. What’s fun is waiting for the 
moment when they discover it.

A few episodes ago, I remember, it was 
pugs. You could see the joy and relief in the 
couple’s eyes when — after an age of awk-
ward small talk — they discovered their 
shared obsession. But that was it. After 
pugs, pugs, pugs and more pugs they realised 
they’d run out of chat and that pugs alone 
aren’t quite enough to sustain a relationship.

Unlike Mr Gay Wagner fan in the epi-
sode I watched just now. James, his name 
was, a handsome, Cambridge-educated law-
yer very into his opera and very picky about 
his men. Then who should walk in but Mark, 
a nice-looking boy who had confided to us 
beforehand that he seemed to have a spe-
cial affinity with Oxbridge graduates and 
that he was completely obsessed with opera. 
Really, if they’d ever watched First Dates 
before, they probably shouldn’t have been 
that surprised to have been matched up with 
a fellow opera buff. But they were and it was 
terribly sweet. Their next date, the end cap-
tions informed us, was at the Royal Opera 
House. Well of course. And I hope they live 
happily ever after.

My friend Igor — a fellow closet First 
Dates addict — warned me that I might find 
it a bit cloyingly PC at times. But I haven’t 
yet found this to be the case. Yes, there’s 
probably a greater proportion of gay cou-
ples than you’d find in the population at 
large, but given that they’re often quirkier 
or more up front than the straight couples 

this just makes for better entertainment.
What ultimately makes it such compel-

ling viewing, though, aren’t the comedy 
shock moments (like when the multiply tat-
tooed man reveals that, yes, he does have a 
bolt through his willy; cue excited twinkle in 
the eyes of his date, a buxom, cherry-lipped 
burlesque dancer), but the simple satisfac-
tion of watching compressed, bitesize vari-
ants on the boy-meets-girl story.

This satisfies that primal yearning, hard-
wired into our system, which Christopher 
Booker describes in his magisterial The 
Seven Basic Plots. Telling and repeating sto-
ries like this is how we make sense of our-
selves and our place in the world. We find 
these romantic vignettes addictive because 
we’re programmed that way: before our 
eyes we witness union emerging from chaos 
(or not), and when it does we feel the joyous 
fulfilment of comedic resolution.

Ditto, by the way, The Undateables — 
another Channel 4 variant on the theme, 
only this time featuring people with such 
terrible disabilities or learning difficulties 
that you fear they’re never going to find 
true love.

Your natural instinct with this kind of 
programme — in which Channel 4 specialis-
es (see Embarrassing Bodies, etc) — may be 
to squirm at the grotesque prurience of it all. 
And yes, I suppose, at times there is a freak 
show element — as when, on Employable 
Me (BBC2) we saw a man with Tourette’s try 
to find a job in the fishing industry. (‘Wanky 
taxi driver’, he addressed the cabby; ‘fishy 
fanny’, he said to the fisherman. Then ‘Hey 
Dolphin!’ when he didn’t get the job.)

But the real appeal is much more noble 
than that. Even on programmes like the 
shocker of a documentary I watched with 
Boy the other week on one of the cable 
channels called Dan’s 80lb Testicle in which 
a man called Dan sought to have — no, real-
ly — his 80lb testicle surgically removed. It’s 
about the simple honest pleasure of watch-
ing your fellow humans overcome difficulty 
and find happiness. Not freakish, then. Just 
nice.
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The Mall, London SW1
www.mallgalleries.org.uk

Free entry 
with this 
voucher

204th Exhibition
6 to 16 April 2016 
10am to 5pm

Over 300 contemporary 
works in watercolour  
to browse & buy

Alluricity X (detail)

Opera 
The kids are all right 
Richard Bratby

Riders to the Sea/Savitri/L’Enfant et 
les sortilèges
Birmingham Conservatoire

May Night
Royal Academy of Music

In a remote fishing village a lone figure 
confronts an unexplained death, standing 
tormented but unbroken against fate, the 
community and the elements of sea and wind 
that surge through every note of the score. 
No, not Peter Grimes: this is Vaughan Wil-
liams’s 1932 operatic setting of Synge’s Rid-
ers to the Sea. But Vaughan Williams’s operas 
are undramatic, runs the received wisdom. 
There were no great British operas between 
Purcell’s Dido and Aeneas and the premiere 
of Grimes in 1945, we’re repeatedly told.

This student production of Riders to the 
Sea didn’t just refute those assumptions: it 
threw them into a riptide and watched them 
being dragged under and swept away. From 
Vaughan Williams’s opening bars, the gale 
starts to rise and the green-grey swell begins 
to gather its murderous strength. Strings 
foam and swirl, oboes keen: economically, 
powerfully and without a trace of sentimen-
tality, Vaughan Williams unfolds a 40-minute 
anatomy of grief. In the foreground, mean-
while, two sisters go about their daily tasks 
and fret over how to conceal from their age-
ing mother the scraps of damp clothing that 
seem to prove that yet another of her sons 
has been lost to the sea.

Birmingham Conservatoire’s staff direc-
tor Michael Barry has been achieving strik-
ing results with limited means for some 
years now, largely untroubled by attention 
from national critics, and his production 
made its points simply. The set provided the 
rudiments of an Irish cottage, with the sky 
above it streaked by an angry beam of light. 
The two sisters (Aimée Fisk and Hannah 
McDonald) both sounded and looked like 
siblings, their voices determinedly bright and 
firm, only briefly fading off into tenderness 
or hardening with pain — vocal acting that 
was of a piece with Barry’s naturalistic direc-
tion. But the drama pivots on their mother 
Maurya, sung by Samantha Oxborough: an 
artist in her twenties who managed not only 
to embody a woman with a lifetime’s harsh 
experience, but whose voice had a core of 
savage intensity and a glow that in her defi-
ant monologues convinced you that you 
were hearing a masterpiece. 

It was the centrepiece of a triple bill, 
alongside Holst’s Savitri — minimally 
staged, with delicate touches of Indian cho-
reography, and Cecily Redman as a sweet-
toned heroine — and Ravel’s L’Enfant et les 

sortilèges, updated by Barry to a mid-20th 
century school hall, the idea being that the 
whole thing is a primary school play. With the 
entire cast on stage and in character as fidg-
eting, paper-dart-throwing children through-
out, it was vivid, engaging and very much in 
the child’s-eye spirit of the thing — didn’t 
Colette describe her libretto as a ‘divertisse-
ment pour ma fille’? The student orchestra 
under Fraser Goulding sounded like they 
were having the time of their lives, the only 
real problem being that the gradual emo-
tional awakening of Chloë Pardoe’s spiky-
haired, crystal-voiced Child — the heart of 
the whole piece — vanished somewhere 
under the mass choreography.  

The Royal Academy of Music’s produc-
tion of Rimsky-Korsakov’s May Night was 
an altogether more straightforward proposi-
tion. The opera itself is a delight: a romantic 
folk-comedy after Gogol, laced with gen-
tle mysticism and luminously scored. Rim-
sky’s a natural storyteller. Done more or less 
straight with a light enough touch, his comic 
operas work every time — as ENO discov-
ered with May Night’s sister-piece Christmas 
Eve back in the Powerhouse era.  

Most of the challenges in Christopher 
Cowell’s production derived from the venue: 
Ambika P3, a cavernous industrial bunker 
off Marylebone Road. Evoking rural magic 
was clearly a non-starter, so Cowell moved 

the action up to the Soviet era (complete 
with Heroic Tractor Driver dungarees and 
sacks of potatoes, the USSR being the geno-
cidal tyranny that we’re all allowed to find 
enjoyably kitsch) and set it inside the vil-
lage’s newly built distillery. There were some 
entertainingly surreal touches — the cho-
rus of rusalki, the spirits of young girls who 
drowned themselves for love, appeared as 
Tim Burton-ish corpse brides with dayglo 
orange hair. 

That done, it zipped along joyously: peas-
ant choruses jogging on and off stage in Key-
stone Kops synch, and singing with a ripeness 
that would have done the Mariinsky proud. 
As the young lovers Levko and Ganna, Oli-
ver Johnston and Laura Zigmantaite had 
considerable charm, Johnston’s tenor taking 
on a ringing Slavic edge — you just wished 
Cowell had let them get a little closer to 
each other. Alys Roberts as the drowned 
girl Pannochka crested her vocal climaxes 
with yearning intensity, and down in the pit 
Gareth Hancock’s orchestra sent harps swirl-
ing and clarinets bubbling in all directions. 
The final scene, as Rimsky ditches Gogol and 
transforms his village romance into a pagan 
spring ritual of death and rebirth, with shouts 
of ‘Slava!’ filling the air, struck home impres-
sively — making you wonder why we’re 
relying on students to see this opera. Forget 
received wisdom: the kids have got it right. 
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Theatre 
Funny boys 
Lloyd Evans

The Painkiller
Garrick, until 30 April

NotMoses
Arts Theatre, until 14 May

Sir Ken’s excellent West End residency fin-
ishes with a sugar-rich pudding. Sean Foley 
has adapted and updated an elderly French 
farce about an assassin who befriends a 
needy depressive. Hitman Ralph rents a 
hotel suite overlooking a courtroom where 
his target is due to make an appearance. The 
neighbouring room is occupied by a mopey 
Welshman, Brian, who wants to hang him-
self from the light socket. Ralph discovers 
Brian’s plan and realises that Brian’s death 
will fill the hotel with cops and ruin his 
assassination attempt. So Ralph must save 
Brian from suicide. It’s a pretty clunky sce-
nario and the logistics are frankly incredible 
because the design postulates two adja-
cent single rooms linked by a communicat-
ing door. Hotels aren’t built that way. But 
the show sidesteps these improbabilities by 
sheer force of character. It reaches a wel-
coming hand into the stalls and invites us all 

find it captivating. For a slapstick enthusi-
ast like me it’s a joy to see a theatrical icon 
like Branagh carrying off burlesque with 
the aplomb of Sacha Baron Cohen. On this 
showing Sir Ken would make an excellent 
James Bond but only if the franchise were 
to ditch its earnestness and return to its com-
edy-of-manners heyday in the 1970s when 
Roger Moore (the finest 007 ever) brought a 
hint of Noël Coward’s debonair insouciance 
to the thuggish, shoot-’em-up genre.

Budget film director Gary Sinyor has 
had an idea. Spoof the Old Testament using 
quick-fire sketches based on the parallel 
stories of Moses and his long-lost brother 
NotMoses. Mel Brooks or the Marx Broth-
ers might have considered the same motif. 
Whether they’d have brought it to fruition is 
another matter. Revues are usually the work 
of many hands but Sinyor, who also directs, 
has entrusted the script to a talent he holds 
in high esteem: himself. A brave choice for 
a show whose appeal rests entirely on the 
quality of the gags. 

The Marx Brothers used to road-test 
jokes on dozens of live audiences before 
committing a single line to celluloid. Each 
sketch would be performed and tweaked 
20 times or more before it was filmed. And 
they hired professional writers to supple-
ment their native talent. Sinyor lacks those 
resources and the script reflects the man-
hours invested in its creation. About one gag 

to come aboard for the ride. 
Two brilliant and very different showmen 

lead the party. Rob Brydon has a wonderful 
line in careworn charm as the hyperactive 
Taffy unable to cope with an expired mar-
riage. His ex-wife, now nesting with a brut-
ish doctor, enters the action and Brian tries 
to win her back. We learn that sexual anxiety 
has driven him to attend a ‘premature ejacu-
lation’ class. ‘And even then you left early,’ 
says his wife. Her new lover, the doctor, 

injects Ralph with a sedative that scrambles 
his brain and robs his speech of intelligibil-
ity. So the jet-setting killer is reduced to a 
stammering wreck urgently seeking an anti-
dote to the toxin. Branagh, always game for 
a laugh it seems, gives an extraordinary dis-
play of fist-swinging, groin-clutching, semi-
naked slapstick. Mark Haddon offers superb 
support as a neurotic porter and he proves 
yet again that he’s one of the finest physical 
comedians in the business. 

Just occasionally the script’s inventive-
ness falters. The arrival of a huge cop cre-
ates problems because he’s simply too vast 
to be flattened by the soft double whammy 
delivered by Branagh. Though kids will love 
this high-class circus act, not everyone will 

For a slapstick enthusiast like me it’s  
a joy to see Branagh carry off 
burlesque with such aplomb

Leading the party, two brilliant showmen: Kenneth Branagh (Ralph) and Rob Brydon (Brian) in ‘The Painkillers’
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Albert Bridge, London, oil on board, 13 x 25 inches

 
Julian Barrow (1939 – 2013)

6 – 29 April 2016
Monday - Friday 10.00-5.30

Saturday 11.00-2.00

Cinema 
Good clean fun 
Francesca Steele

Eddie the Eagle
PG, Nationwide

I once forced some pals on a skiing holiday 
to spend an afternoon off the slopes watch-
ing Chalet Girl. Suffice it to say, I have a high 
tolerance for lowbrow ski films. So if saccha-
rine tales about plucky Alpine underdogs 
really aren’t your thing you might want to 
give my views a miss — as you might Eddie 
the Eagle, a biopic so drenched in cheerful 
clichés about the British class system, the 
power of perseverance and cheap slapstick 
laughs, it is a kind of Downton Abbey on skis.

That said, it’s hard to remember an after-
noon at the cinema I’ve enjoyed more in 
recent times (and it’s definitely better than 
Chalet Girl). Such enjoyable silliness, such 
easy laughter. Based on the true story of 
the most likable Olympic loser of all time, 
Eddie ‘The Eagle’ Edwards, the film basks 
in the reflected glory of what Sebastian Coe 
(before the athletics scandals) called the 
‘purity’ of sport. And like the London 2012 
Games at which Coe made that speech, 
Eddie the Eagle will make some British 

audiences feel patriotism and pride for our 
oddball heritage. Although in its relentless 
optimism Eddie the Eagle definitely feels 
American (it opened at the Sundance Film 
Festival in January), its idiosyncratic identity 
is British through and through. 

Michael ‘Eddie’ Edwards was an unlikely 
Olympian. Strapped in leg braces for years 
as a child on account of his weak knees and 
with a plasterer for a dad, he did not pos-
sess your typical snow-sports pedigree. But 
Edwards had a dream and became a decent 
downhill skier. After narrowly missing out 
on qualification for the GB ski squad for the 
1984 Winter Olympics, he decided to switch 
to the cheaper sport of ski jumping with the 
aim of qualifying for the 1988 Games in Cal-
gary. Totally broke, he took odd jobs, slept in 
a Finnish mental hospital and at one point, 
unable to afford medical bills after break-
ing his jaw, simply bound it with a pillowcase 
and carried on. 

Oddly, the film doesn’t include many 
of these well-known anecdotes and takes 
huge liberties with the truth, inventing a 
lifetime of animosity with a disapprov-
ing father (Eddie has said his father was in 
fact supportive throughout) and a fictional 
coach, Bronson (Hugh Jackman), a former 
American ski-jump champ turned disillu-
sioned drunk, rescued from despondency by 
Eddie’s unwavering self-belief. The perfect 

in five really works. That’s a decent ratio for 
a solo writer but for a West End show it’s a 
little threadbare and it leaves long chunks 
of two or three minutes idling past without 
a sniff of a laugh. Some of the jokes are sub-
tle and original. An Egyptian wide boy pro-
motes cumulative speculation in pharaonic 
tombs: pyramid selling. NotMoses’s parents 
worry that their son may be gay and when 
he vows to remain single until his people 
are free, his father shrugs, ‘This is how the 
rumours start.’

The script is peppered with regional 
speech variations. NotMoses’s parents are 
Scousers. Abraham’s son, Isaac, is from 
south Wales and Esau’s brother, Jacob, is 
an Aussie. If Sinyor finds accents from out-
side the Home Counties hilarious he holds 
a view that’s not widely shared. Excellent 
performances give the show a high level of 
polish. Thomas Nelstrop looks marvellously 
daft and dreamy as the real Moses and he 
captures the mock-heroic tone perfectly. Jas-
mine Hyde’s Egyptian princess turns regal 
pomposity into a gossamer web of fragile sil-
liness and Joe Morrow, an established Lon-
don cabaret star, adds all the camp oomph 
he can. Which is plenty. These are eye-catch-
ingly good comedians. With a dozen writ-
ers rather than one this might have been an 
excellent revue. Instead it’s just a bunch of 
so-so sketches.
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BOOKS & ARTS

Dance 
Black magic 
Ismene Brown 

Ballet Black: Triple Bill
Barbican Theatre, and touring until 22 June

Giselle
Royal Opera House, in rep until 15 April

Ballet’s romantic mantra could be summed 
up by John Keats’s ballad ‘La Belle Dame 
sans Merci’, in which a young man remem-
bers his terrible encounter with a supernat-
ural ‘fairy’s child’. Beguiled to sleep with 
this ravishing fantasy creature, he dreams 
of a ghostly corps of other chaps similarly 
beguiled, who warn him that she was a witch 
who would leave him forever haunted, sick 
and bereft.

You can remodel this fantasy this way 
and that, switch the genders, reconfigure 
death, sleep and hallucination, and come 
up with Giselle, La Sylphide, Swan Lake, La 
Bayadère in the 19th century, and then find 
Fokine, Balanchine and Ashton developing 
it into the 20th in Les Sylphides, Sympho-
ny in C and Ondine. Then the ballet world 
wakes up to emotional realism and superra-
tional digitalism, attended by kulcha-media 
denunciation of classical ballet conventions 
as sexist, racist and old-fashioned.

So nothing could have more in-yer-face 
impact than the resurrection of la belle 
dame by the hip Arthur Pita in his brilliant 
little pas de deux, Cristaux, for Ballet Black. 

With his Portuguese soul, Pita is una-
shamed of mystery and magic and can cre-
ate grand emotional deception with tiny 
forces, as I regularly seem to say. Here was 
the romantic trope just as Keats prescribed: 
the boy feverishly dreaming of a supernatu-
ral lovely decked out blindingly in a white 
tutu sprayed with sequins, to the hypnotic 
tinkling bells of part three of Steve Reich’s 
Drumming.

The faerie’s hovering bourrées come 
straight from the lexicon of phantoms and 

dying swans. One moment she is stiffly 
compliant in his arms, the next the pair are 
quickstepping intimately, and then, sudden-
ly, she switches on the menace. He has the 
goofy soft face of a dreamer half the time, 
never looking at her, just imagining her. 
The piece seemed to me to hit, in miniature, 
every important base in romantic ballet and 
modern sexual scepticism. 

Did I mention that the dancers, Cira 
Robinson and Mthuthuzeli November, are 
black? I should. The company exists, num-
ber one, to hire black or Asian ballet danc-
ers, which complicates criticising it. 

In Cristaux, does the fact that the dream-
ing knight and his belle dame are not white-
skinned make a difference to it as a work of 
art? Definitely. Robinson’s stony ebony face 
and muscular black limbs in all that crystal 
white make a contrast and fusion of sup-
posed opposites as iconic as a black Sante-
ria Madonna. 

And without the presumption of preju-
dice that a black woman in a white tutu is 
odd, and without Robinson’s charismatic 
incarnation of a merciless belle dame, the 
work would lose both its contemporary chal-
lenge and its bold homage to the romantic 
origins of classical ballet. All that in around 
ten minutes. 

But the rest of last week’s programme 
misdealt the race card, because they’re not 
good pieces, let alone potent contributions 
to Ballet Black’s raison d’être. Christopher 
Hampson’s Storyville leans questionably 
on racial clichés with a New Orleans tale of 
fallen innocents, pimps and oriental mad-
ames, melodramatically semaphored rather 
than choreographed — he seems to have 
put more passion into compiling his music, a 

antidote to Eddie’s nerdy, spectacled opti-
mism, Bronson is all cool, abrasive brawn, 
knocking back Scotch for breakfast and 
lighting fags as he takes on a deadly 90ft 
jump wearing ill-fitting boots and an end-
less parade of tight T-shirts. Meanwhile his 
gormless protégé sips milk at après-ski par-
ties, weightlifts tin cans to Hall and Oates’s 
‘You Make My Dreams Come True’ and 
snowploughs his way to glorious failure. 

The whole thing is absurd, unbelievable, 
A-grade, A-Team silliness — usually a defi-
nite no-no for biopics. But Eddie the Eagle 
knows exactly what type of film it wants to 
be. Directed by Dexter Fletcher, the man 
behind the unlikely 2013 hit Sunshine on 
Leith, a military musical featuring songs 
by The Proclaimers, this film too feels as if 
the characters might burst into song at any 

moment. Taron Egerton captures Eddie’s 
lovable grin and hapless mannerisms, only 
occasionally becoming unwatchably OTT. 
British stereotypes are in abundance, from 
Tim McInnerny’s posh, villainous Olym-
pic Association chairman, trying to thwart 
Eddie’s dreams at every turn, to Jim Broad-
bent’s jolly punditry, to Keith Allen’s ‘I’m a 
simple plasterer, me’ Dad. Entertainment, 
not nuance, is the name of this game. 

The film does not seriously engage with 
the controversy that surrounded Eddie’s 
participation in Calgary, when audiences and 
commentators were divided as to whether 
his cheerful ineptitude represented the orig-
inal ethos of the Games (it’s the taking part 
that matters), or whether it made a mockery 
of the achievements of other competitors. It 
only addresses the issue insofar as it is abun-
dantly clear which side it is on: Eddie’s. This 
is a movie that favours good novelty jump-
ers and jokes about naked Norwegians over 
serious analysis — but like the real Eddie’s 
’88 antics, it makes for welcome comic relief 
among a slew of biopics that consider only 
the facts and never the fun. 

A biopic drenched in cheerful 
clichés, slapstick and the power of 

perseverance

‘Screw your porch lantern – I’m headed for the big city lights!’

Mthuthuzeli November and Cira Robinson are exquisite to
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Radio 
Crossing continents 
Kate Chisholm

Could radio, and in particular a weekly soap, 
have a role to play in the Syrian crisis? You 
might think, no chance, given the levels of 
violence and terror that have overtaken 
the country. How can a mere broadcast sig-
nal have an impact compared with all that 
destruction? But, says the director of Radio 
Alwan, a station operated by Syrians liv-
ing in exile in a western suburb of Istanbul, 
‘radio is effective’. It’s a ‘weapon’ because 
it ‘allows you to enter the houses of peo-
ple and talk to them’. It’s also so easy. ‘You 
don’t need power, you don’t need electricity 
— just two small batteries.’

He was talking to Sara Davies on 
Between the Ears (Radio 3, Saturday), but 
we cannot be told his name for fear of repris-
als. All of those working on the station have 
had to leave Syria after criticising the regime 
of President Assad. What Radio Alwan has 
given them is the chance to do something, 
even though they are no longer in Syria. The 
station, which transmits to Syria on FM but 
can also be found online, has become very 
popular because it’s the place to go to find 
out what’s happening. From Istanbul, they 
are constantly in touch by mobile phone 
with people in towns all across Syria and 
can report from inside the country on what’s 
really going on.

But the station is also about hope, and is 
determined to show that Syrians are ‘good 
people’. We heard lots of laughter from 
inside the office, singing too, and from the 
team of both male and female present-
ers. Meanwhile the director of the weekly 
drama serial, Sad Northern Nights, hopes it 
will change minds. It is deliberately target-
ed at women and tells the story of a mother 
and her teenage son who is caught up in the 
fighting. We want people to stop and think, 
says the director. To think that ‘although we 
hate the regime that doesn’t mean we love 
Daesh’.

The dream of everyone at Alwan is to 
move the station back to Damascus, to go 
back home. As Sara Davies says, their pas-
sion for radio, their enthusiasm and determi-
nation to continue, is inspiring and humbling: 
‘It’s taken me right back to why I wanted to 

work in radio,’ to appreciating radio’s imme-
diacy and the power of the human voice.

Over on Radio 4, Professor Michael San-
del (the philosopher who gave such a bril-
liantly clear and accessible series of Reith 
Lectures in 2009 on what it means to be a 
citizen) conducted an extraordinary experi-
ment for The Global Philosopher (produced 
by David Edmonds). In conjunction with 
Harvard Business School, he walked into a 
‘virtual’ lecture hall, surrounded not by an 
audience but instead by 60 video screens 
hosting each of the participants from 30 dif-
ferent countries. Sandel’s job was to master-
mind a conversation between them, focusing 
on Tuesday on immigration by asking the 
question: should national borders matter, 
and, if so, why?

It took a while for this ‘global’ conver-
sation to warm up as Sandel brought in 
one speaker, then another, each very obvi-
ously not present in the room with him but 
connected digitally. That vital sense of eye 
meeting eye was not palpable on air, which 
meant the programme lacked a dynamic 
quality, that compulsion to keep on listen-
ing. There was a lack of interaction, of ideas 
taking shape. But Sandel conducted his par-
ticipants like a master puppeteer, bringing 
in Abdul from Oman (‘Why [should you 
deny entry]? As long as he doesn’t put the 
country at risk. He’ll bring economic bene-
fits…’), then Simon from Plymouth (‘What’s 
the difference between dying from guns and 
dying from starvation? Our moral duty is 
the same’), so that by the time Leo start-
ed speaking from Brazil I was hooked. It 
turned out that he had spent three months 
in a detention centre in the UK as an illegal 
immigrant before being sent back to Bra-
zil. Yet he was quite philosophical about it, 
telling us, ‘In spite of all that happened to 
me, European countries do have the right to 
take action against economic migrants… I 
was aware of what I was doing and I knew 
it was wrong. I took my chance and it didn’t 
work out for me.’

In Heart and Soul on the World Ser-
vice on Sunday, Jane Little interviewed the 
American writer and essayist Marilynne 
Robinson. If you’ve not read any of her nov-
els (especially Housekeeping and Gilead) 
you have a treat in store. I’m not sure I quite 
understand why she’s President Obama’s 
favourite writer because that implies an 
interest in power, authority, the big scheme 
of things, none of which you will find in her 
books. Instead she transforms the everyday 
by investing it with sacredness. On meet-
ing Obama, who interviewed her for the 
New York Review of Books, she says, ‘He is 
the profoundest soul I have ever known… 
someone who is dealing creatively with the 
fact of difficulty.’ For the rest of us, she advis-
es, ‘You live with your mind every moment 
of your life so you have to be sure to make 
a mind for yourself that will be a good com-
panion.’

Kurt Weill medley that includes the fabulous 
Walter Huston singing ‘Lost in the Stars’. 
The flimsy droops of Christopher Marney’s 
To Begin, Begin are not worth dancing.

The Royal Ballet’s enthralling produc-
tion of Giselle might have been designed 
to express Keats’s ballad, set atmospheri-
cally by John Macfarlane in a watercolour 
autumn forest littered with dead trees and 
death-pale ghosts. Whatever harsh words 
I have for the company’s recent commis-
sioning and execution of 20th-century bal-
let, after two such impeccably stylish and 
emotionally touching nights as we had last 
week out in the witchy Rhineland forest, it’s 
clear that this masterpiece of romantic ballet 
remains a living treasure at Covent Garden 
in Peter Wright’s 30-year-old production.

A thrilling partnership has suddenly 
emerged between Vadim Muntagirov and 
Marianela Nuñez. Muntagirov, as a lad in 
English National Ballet, famously found his 
artistic feet with an older ballerina, Daria 
Klimentova, and now at Covent Garden 
seems to have found still more expressive 
profundity with the senior Nuñez, who has 
just lost her regular squire Carlos Acosta to 
retirement. 

Muntagirov’s anxious, truly loving young 
Albrecht drew from her an exceptional por-
trayal of a happy but fervently superstitious 
village girl for whom the abyss opens. Both 
of them have such technical class and stami-
na that they sustain the eroto-religious mys-
tery of Act 2 to the last note. A pity about 
the melodramatics of Barry Wordsworth’s 
conducting and Itziar Mendizabal’s Myrtha, 
but then we had the splendid side dish of a 
superb pas de six, a demonstration of Royal 
Ballet virtues. (When is the extraordinary 

Yasmine Naghdi going to dance Giselle?)
Next night, plus ça change. Federico 

Bonelli’s Albrecht strode out with lusty Ital-
ian appetite to seduce Lauren Cuthbert-
son’s pretty village girl quickly before the 
hunting party caught up with him, but found 
himself broken by her death and his night of 
terror in the forest, a changed man without 
any possible consolation. Keats might have 
saluted him.

o watch in Arthur Pita’s ‘Cristaux’ 
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Florence

F L O R E N C E
F O R  D I S C E R N I N G  T R A V E L L E R S

Speak to an expert or request a brochure:  

020 7593 2283   quote XSP    www.kirkerholidays.com

Kirker Holidays provides carefully crafted tailor-made 
holidays to over 140 destinations including flights 
from your local airport, private car transfers and 
individually selected hotels.
One of the world’s most beautiful cities, Florence is 
the birthplace of the Renaissance and the heart of 
Italy – its distinctive red-roofed Medici palaces and 
marble churches are crowned by Brunelleschi’s great 
Duomo and Giotto’s campanile and adorned with 
the art of Michelangelo, Botticelli, Donatello and 
Leonardo da Vinci.
All Kirker holidays to Florence include return flights, transfers, accommodation with breakfast, 
entrance tickets to the Uffizi Gallery, Accademia or Bargello, Kirker Guide Notes to 
restaurants, museums and sightseeing and the services of the Kirker Concierge.

Grand Hotel Villa Medici  
***** Superior

This 18th century palace is 15 minutes’ walk 
from the Duomo. There is a lounge, bar, 
an excellent restaurant and 100 bedrooms, 
some of which overlook the hotel’s private 
garden with its summer swimming pool.

4 nights for the price of 3 from  
16 April - 17 July - price from £998,  

saving £183

to despair in the history he wrote of his 
native city. Throughout the Middle Ages, the 
place splintered into new warring factions. 
The Guelphs fought with the Ghibellines, 
then the Black Guelphs with the Whites. 
The winning gang always exiled the losers 
and expropriated their property. Dante, a 
White Guelph, fell  victim to these squab-
bles. In Botticelli’s days, the fissiparous Flo-
rentines continued to split, plot and fight.

 The strange thing is that all this turmoil 
— combined with plague and warfare — did 
little to diminish the city’s vim. The Black 
Death put a temporary brake on things. But 
the great days, during which Florentines 
produced an extraordinary succession of 
innovations in the arts, literature, engineer-
ing and finance, ran from the 13th century to 
the Renaissance.

 It was only when the Medici, originally a 
clan of sharp-elbowed money-changers and 
cloth-dealers much like many another, man-
aged to install themselves as grand dukes 
in the mid-16th century that the sequence 
of Florentine achievements tailed off. Two 
military strongholds — the huge Fortezza 
da Basso and the Forte di Belvedere above 
the Boboli Gardens — are evidence of the 
force by which the Medici suppressed their 
fractious subjects. The result was centuries 
of peace — and reduced creativity.

Once, it seems, Sandro Botticel-
li played a trick on a neighbour. 
Next door was a weaver who pos-

sessed eight looms. He and his assistants 
kept these in constant use, creating such a 
judder ing racket that the poor painter was 
 unable to concentrate on his pictures. Botti-
celli implored this fellow to reduce the noise, 
but to no avail. So eventually the  artist car-
ried an enormous rock on to his roof, poised 
so the slightest vibration would bring it 
 crashing through the noisy weaver’s prem-
ises. The man then saw reason.

 You can easily imagine the problem 
today as you walk down Botticelli’s street, 
Via del Porcellana. It’s a long, narrow 
thoroughfare running down to the Arno, 
 tightly packed with three- and four-storey 
 buildings. Although the nature of the small 
businesses that line it have changed through 
the  centuries, essentially this area is proba-
bly much as it was in the 15th century.

 It is not hard to sense medieval Florence 
as it really was: not the poetically venerable 
place imagined by the Pre-Raphaelites, but a 
pressure-cooker of competing artisans, mer-
chants and bankers, full of anger and inno-
vation, loving arguments and pranks. Vasari, 
chronicler of artists’ lives, interspersed his 
description of Botticelli’s career with the 
tale of the noisy weaver and a couple of 

hard-hearted practical jokes the  painter 
played on friends.

Botticelli, currently the subject of exhi-
bitions at the V&A and Courtauld  Gallery, 
became a superstar of art long after his 
death. The Victorians loved his sad-eyed 
Madonnas and Venuses, and we do too. But 
his contemporaries valued his sharp tongue 
almost as much. He told Leonardo da Vinci 
that studying landscape was a waste of time 
because you could get results as good by 
throwing a paint-stained sponge at the wall. 
But Botticelli landscapes don’t look like 
sponge-stains, so he probably just wanted to 
upset Leonardo, who loved to study views.

 The Florentines were a quarrelsome 
people, to an extent that drove  Machiavelli 

Unchanging: Florence’s skyline and the Arno

NOTES ON …

Florence
By Martin Gayford
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ITALY

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

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

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

VILLA NEAR ROME. 
Comfortable villa sleeps 10. 
Heated pool, tennis, garden. 
Set in 1500 tree olive grove.
www.romevilla.co.uk

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

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/

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

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

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

AUSTRIA

VIENNA CENTRE. Self catering 
apt: musician's country-style home 
in peaceful Biedermeier cloister. 
Sleeps 2/3.  Tel: 0043 1 712 5091. 
Email: valleycastle@compuserve.com

FRANCE

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

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

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

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

GREECE

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

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

CLASSIFIEDS
Travel & General

Call us on 0845 468 0577 or visit willowandhall.co.uk

Luxury 14cm deep
mattresses on all

our sofa beds

Over 35 years
of quality British
craftsmanship

Extensive fabric
and customisation

options

Exceptional value 
compared to the

high street

The Ashwell Sofa/Sofa Bed in Linen Cotton Stone

Sofa Beds | Sofas | Beds

FURNITURE & SOFT FURNISHINGS

TRAVEL

Free newsletters: www.spectator.co.uk/newsletters

INTERIORS
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EVENTS

Exclusive Chess Weekends
@ Ezzahra-Morocco.com
with Nigel Short
Email: Brian@caletahotel.gi

LEGAL SERVICES

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

Plain English spoken!
www.hamesprivateclients.co.uk

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

Not Just Commercial Property 
Lawyers....

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

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

SPEECHWRITING

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

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

check www.greatspeechwriting.co.uk

DATING 4 GROWN UPS. Private 
client consultations & dating 
introductions for the over 40s. 
Please tel. David who is ‘Matchmaker 
Extraordinary’. London and all of the 
UK and Ireland. 
Tel: 01728 635064 - 07986 213120 
www.dating4grownups.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

CLASSIFIEDS
General 

AFTER DINNER 
SPEAKER

ARTS

FREE SERVICES

JEWELLERY

ACROSS      ROOMthe

0800 591 274 / 01449 722800  www.acrosstheroom.co.uk 
All Age Groups Welcome

ESSEX * SUFFOLK * NORFOLK * CAMBRIDGE * LONDON
Specialist Introduction 

Agency & Singles Event
 

your perfect partner. 
Call Eleanor for a friendly chat & free brochure

INTRODUCTIONS

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 
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James Thurber’s mother worried that  
electricity would run out of sockets 
unless one left a plug in them, but she 
was perhaps unusual
— Dot Wordsworth, p62

High life 
Taki

My old friend and one-time doubles partner 
Ray Moore has stepped down as chief execu-
tive of the Indian Wells Tennis Tournament 
for telling the truth. As Rod Liddle wrote 
in these here pages a couple of weeks ago, 
‘There is nothing more damaging to a career 
than telling an unfortunate truth.’ Ray Moore 
was a very good South African tennis player 
and is a very nice guy. He once partnered me 
to a final in a major tournament and we have 
stayed friends for 40 years and more. The 
man who owns the Indian Wells tournament, 
multi-billionaire Larry Ellison, is a pretty dis-
gusting individual, who among many other 
horrors has also managed to ruin the Amer-
ica’s Cup by introducing ugly, mosquito-like 
high tech catamarans as likely to be sailed by 
the average person as one is to swim up Nia-
gara Falls.  

All poor Ray did was to say that women 
tennis players have ridden on the coattails of 
the men. Judging by the reaction — especially 
by the egregious New York Times — he might 
as well have said that male tennis players are 
better than the women. Moore apologised 
immediately following his outburst, but he 
was a goner. The first to attack was Martina 
Navratilova, a great player in her time, but 
one that would not have filled a small room 
with admirers because of her overt lesbian-
ism at a time when men and women athletes 
were advised to keep their sexual proclivities 
to themselves.

At present, of course, being a lesbian is 
a plus, especially in sport and in Hollywood. 
All poor Ray Moore did was to remind us 
that men are the big draws in tennis, and it’s 
because of people like Federer and Nadal 
that the women take home very large cheques 
which they don’t earn on a level playing field. 
(No, I will not resign from this column and 
you can go screw yourself, whoever you are.) 
A level playing field and equal pay would 
mean women competed against men as well 
as women, and played the best of five sets 
in Grand Slams. And before I forget, a man 

Low life 
Jeremy Clarke

While I was in Provence, my hostess and I went 
out one day for a walk in the hills. We walked 
for three hours and didn’t encounter another 
soul, and apart from a couple of blue-tits, nor 
did we see any wildlife. At one point we came 
to an old stone monastery chapel perched on 
a ledge with aerial views of forested hills and 
mountains stretching away to the horizon and 
not a sign of the 21st century visible. Architec-
turally, the chapel exterior was simplicity itself, 
suggesting a holy order of utmost austerity. 
My hostess had been here before, she said. In 
fact she makes a point of coming up here and 
visiting the chapel if ever she feels low or trou-
bled. She wasn’t particularly religious, she said, 
but she invariably senses something in the 
atmosphere of the chapel’s interior that never 
fails to move her, sometimes to tears, and she 
always leaves with a changed mind. The heavy 
wooden door was not locked. I lifted the latch 
and we passed inside. 

Closing the door behind us snuffed out the 
light. For a second or two I thought we were in 

ranked 500 or even 1,000 will win Wimbledon 
every time if allowed to play against women. 
(Again, go screw yourself, whoever you are.) 
These truths we hold to be universal, at least 
for those of us who have played on the tennis 
tour, but try telling this to the moronic whin-
ers who make a living by perennial outrage.

So a good man loses his livelihood because 
of the professional busybodies that look for 
racism and sexism, and the tour goes on. PC 
lives, and it will get worse. Maria Sharapova 
is caught doping and her team of defenders 
goes into overdrive. She no more has a histo-
ry of diabetes and heart problems than I have 
a history of self-denial, but smart lawyers 
will get her a good deal or my name is Roy 
Emerson. And speaking of that great Aussie 
who won 12 Grand Slams, last year was the 
50th anniversary of his first Wimbledon vic-
tory. So what did the BBC do? It instructed 
the saccharine Clare Balding to commemo-
rate instead the 40th anniversary of Arthur 
Ashe’s Wimbledon victory, his single one. 
I never knew that a 40th anniversary takes 
precedence over a 50th one, but then I’m not 
politically correct. Ashe was black and Emer-
son white, so non-stop encomiums for Ashe 
were the order of the championships.

Yep, this is how it goes, and I hope a know-
nothing PC slave by the name of Harvey Ara-
ton who just about demanded Ray Moore to 
be fired can keep his job at the NY Times a bit 
longer in order to help readers sleep longer 
during the long hot summer coming up. The 
only good news was that the owner of Gawk-
er, a slimy Brit in the slimiest of businesses, 
Nick Denton, got smacked for close to 150 
million big ones — he’s personally responsi-
ble for only about ten million — for show-
ing a tape of Hulk Hogan having sex without 
his consent. Denton is an unpleasant man 
who thinks he has the right to look into other 
peoples’ private lives and moments in order 
to enrich himself. In France he would have 
ended up in jail long ago. In America he has 
become a celebrity and a multi-millionaire. 
Strike a win for the good guys. The tape was 

in reckless disregard and with intent to harm 
the Hulk. Pay up arsehole.

Finally, the outrage in Brussels speaks for 
itself. I was flying out from Geneva at the 
same time the scum blew away innocent peo-
ple, and I couldn’t help think how Belgium 
is a microcosm of the EU. Multi-ethnic, split 
between Dutch- and French-speaking people, 
corrupt, incompetent, and much too scared to 
open the can of worms that is Molenbeek, the 
section of Brussels the Belgian army and the 
cops are too scared to occupy and clean up. 
The Belgians are the biggest contributors per 
capita to jihad in Syria, yet the state welcomes 
them when they return with open arms. Like 
the EU, the Belgian government fears charg-
es of racism more than IS terror. When the 
Paris suspect was arrested four days before 
the outrage, I watched in the news Muslim 
women and men screaming abuse at cops 
who were searching for him. This is Belgium. 
This is the EU. Enjoy the Spring. 
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pitch darkness and hesitated to move forward. 
But as my eyes made the adjustment, I took 
in pews and railings separating them from an 
inner sanctum. On the far side of the railings 
was a solid, plain wooden table. A large wood-
en cross was suspended above the table on 
black wires. The bare walls were windowless. 
A small, concealed window somewhere high 
up and off to the left allowed in just enough 
weakened daylight to see by. Candlesticks on 
the table supported thick candles with tall, 
unwavering flames. The chapel interior cov-
ered the same area as a tennis court, roughly. 
We groped our way into a right-hand front-
row pew.

She sat. I knelt on the wooden kneeling 
rail and rested my forearms on the back of the 
pew in front. For the last two hours we had 
been walking in the open air and nattering 
cheerfully as we walked. But this sudden, rich, 
centuries-old silence and the darkness seemed 
to isolate us from one another, and once the 
entertainment value of these theatrical new 
surroundings had worn off, I found the atmos-
phere intimidating. I was wondering whether I 
ought to ask her what time the bar opened, or 
something similar, when I became conscious 
that my hostess was snorting back loose mucus 
and fidgeting about in a distressed manner, 
and seconds later I felt her rise and stumble 
past me, and heard the door open and shut. 

Even thinking about making a joke now 

seemed a bit crass. I closed my eyes and tried 
to pray for my mother, who is undergoing a 
last-ditch, risky surgical operation in a few 
weeks’ time. I prayed first dutifully then pas-
sionately. Then I heard the click of a door 
latch in the inner sanctum, and an ancient 
nun, spectral in a long, snow-white habit and 
this extraordinary, butterfly-shaped head-
gear arrangement, came shuffling in behind a 
Zimmer frame. She moved the Zimmer for-
ward an inch at a time and followed it with 
a fast shuffle. Her progress was agonisingly 
slow, her determination great. As a spectacle, 
it was captivating, even enthralling. The rat-
tles and squeaks of the Zimmer frame and 
her shuffling footsteps were amplified by the 
stone walls and floor as though via a sensitive 
microphone and expensive digital sound sys-
tem. She appeared to be heading towards the 
table — a distance of about eight yards — but 
her resolve was more than sufficient to carry 
her on to Jerusalem or Rome. 

Yes, she was definitely aiming for the 
table. But what was she going to do when she 
got there? Blow out the candles? Would she 
have enough strength? Finally the amplified 
phantasm arrived at the table. Without paus-
ing, she reached inside her habit, produced a 
soft cloth and briskly and rather prosaically 
dusted the surface. When she had finished, she 
replaced the cloth inside her habit and, grip-
ping the table edge with arthritic hands, sank 
very gradually and painfully down on to her 
old knees. Gravity took over for the last inch 
or two and the excruciating noise of bone on 
stone echoed from floor to ceiling. And there 
she remained, directly facing me, an ancient 
French nun, silent and still and magnificent, in 
contemplation or prayer. If she was conscious 
of my presence at all, her atmosphere, I felt, 
signalled total acceptance of me and of the 
world as it was arranged at that moment. 

I closed my eyes again and prayed with her. 
I prayed first dutifully then passionately that 
West Ham would take Manchester United to 
the cleaners in the FA Cup fifth round replay 
in a fortnight’s time under lights at Upton 
Park, and that I would be vouchsafed a ticket. 
Then I rose and went outside to find and con-
sole my hostess.

Real life 
Melissa Kite

After a year of affordable car insurance, I 
knew I had to be in for it when my premium 
came up for renewal. Nothing prepared me, 
however, for the quote that came through 
from Aviva, who I am thinking of re-naming 
Amorta, or Adversa, which just sounds more 
appropriate.

You may recall that after I won my per-
sonal injury dispute with no liability or fault 
on my record after three years of fighting, I 
was refunded thousands of the sky-high pre-
miums Aviva had been charging me while the 
case was going on — because, naturally, they 
had to assume I was guilty of causing spinal 
injuries to two members of the non-working 
classes by bumping into the back of their 
people-carrier at 5 mph in a traffic queue on 
Streatham High Road until I could prove I 
had done no such thing.

Once that little legal nightmare was set-
tled, my premium plummeted from four fig-
ures to £25 a month, although I knew that 
couldn’t last.

As the renewal loomed, I feared it would 
go up. But I had ten years’ protected no 
claims bonus so, really, how high could it go?

Oh, it could go. It could go all the way, 
baby. From £25 a month, Avivaaaaaagh had 
somehow got to the figure of £72 a month, or 
£832 a year.

I rang them and they did the usual thing 
of knocking a few pounds off when I com-
plained. But they could offer no explana-
tion for the increase. ‘Unfortunately,’ said the 
chap, ‘we don’t have access to why the quote 
has gone up. It’s the pricing team who does 
that.’

Really? And there was me thinking it 
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had been done by the cleaning lady. I asked 
whether he could go away and ask the pricing 
team and he went away. The unfeasibly happy 
Aviva theme tune played for a bit. Then he 
came back and said: ‘There’s no way we can 
divulge that information. All we can say is 
that it is down to circumstances beyond your 
control.’

Genius. Pure genius. So I gave up and 
went on Confused.com. And then things got a 
whole lot worse. For some reason, it wouldn’t 
accept my address. When I tried to select my 
house number, it would only let me select the 
number 30, which is not where I live.

Also, in asking me to describe my job, it 
gave me a hundred options, none of which 
was remotely what I do. It allowed me to 
select writer, but insisted I chose an ‘indus-
try’. I scrolled through dozens, but could 
find nothing even vaguely accurate. From 
Aerospace to Zoology there was nothing to 
describe the world to which I belong. ‘Media’ 
wasn’t there, and neither was ‘Ritual Humili-
ation’, ‘Financial Suicide’ or ‘Sitting at Lap-
top in Pyjamas’, so I had to select ‘Art’. It 
seemed the least wrong.

The cheapest quote was from Admiral 
at £45 a month so I accepted, rang the num-

ber and asked the cheery soul to please put 
it through, but amend the details for address 
and occupation.

That was fine, she said: ‘I just need to ask 
you a few last questions. Have you any speed-
ing convictions resulting in fines, points on 
your licence…’

‘No, no,’ I said, for I had already ticked 
that box. And then she added the fatal words: 
‘…or speed awareness courses?’

I gulped. My heart pounded. No. It 
couldn’t be true. ‘Speed courses? You’re say-
ing speed courses now? But I thought the 
whole point of speed courses was to avoid 
putting your insurance up?’ I had to divulge 
I had just done one, of course, which she 
tapped in and then chirruped: ‘Right, with 
that new information your quote is… £62 a 
month or £700 a year.’

I put the phone down. There’s no point 
fighting. The reality of it is, the insurance 
firms may as well ask you the following:

Have you, in the past five years, incurred 
any fines, points, driver awareness courses or 
parking tickets, including those subsequently 
overturned on appeal?

Do you live in an area where a car has 
been damaged or stolen since the introduc-
tion of statutory policing in 1829?

Do you drive a make and model of car 
that has ever been the subject of an insur-
ance claim?

Have you ever had an accident of any 
kind, including in the bath?

Long life 
Alexander Chancellor

The Parish Church of St Luke in Sydney 
Street, Chelsea, is enormous. Vaguely remi-
niscent of King’s College Chapel, Cambridge, 
it was built in the 1820s to accommodate a 
congregation of 2,500 people and was one of 
the earliest Gothic Revival churches in Lon-
don, with a higher nave than any church in 
the capital other than St Paul’s Cathedral 
and Westminster Abbey. It was built at great 
expense with the help of a government sub-
sidy as a result of the Church Building Act 
of 1818, by which Parliament allocated funds 
for building new churches in the urban areas 
of Britain where populations had greatly out-
grown the facilities for Christian worship.

Chelsea was one such area, and its then 
rector, the Revd Gerald Valerian Welles-
ley, brother of the first Duke of Wellington, 
pressed hard for St Luke’s construction. He 
considered his existing parish church — now 
Chelsea Old Church — too small for his pur-
poses; but he might also have been influ-
enced by a then widely held belief that the 
Church of England should be strengthened 
as a bulwark against the sort of revolutionary 
upheavals that France had recently endured.

In any event, the church got built. Charles 
Dickens was married there in 1836, just after 
publishing the first part of The Pickwick 
Papers; and one of its organists, Sir John Goss 
(1800–1880), composed two very well-known 
Anglican hymns, ‘Praise, My Soul, the King 
of Heaven’ and ‘See, Amid the Winter Snow’. 
And there St Luke’s still stands, a great edi-
fice in Bath stone — turrets, pinnacles, flying 
buttresses and all — towering over its sur-
roundings and visible from far and wide.

Well, Chelsea, as we know, is now heav-
ily populated by rich Russians, internation-
al bankers, hedge fund managers and so on, 
who may not regularly attend an Anglican 
church; and it may be, that despite its ‘out-

reach’ activities, Café Portico and so on, St 
Luke’s may sometimes have difficulty filling 
its pews. I don’t know. What I do know, how-
ever, is that there was an impressive turnout 
for a service I attended there on the Wednes-
day of Holy Week.

Parallel with Sydney Street, behind the 
back of the church, is a road of little terraced 
cottages called St Luke’s Street. And for 
many decades, in a cottage immediately fac-
ing the east end of St Luke’s, lived a woman 
about as remote from Russian oligarchy as 
it would be possible to imagine — a relic, if 
you like (though relic sounds quite the wrong 
word to describe such a vital, youthful and 
beautiful woman), of a kinder, cosier, more 
English place than Chelsea has since become. 
She was Anne Westwood, the grandmother 
of my ten-year-old daughter Freya, and it was 
her funeral that I attended last week.

Anne’s death on 9 March came as a terri-
ble shock. She had been a very young-looking 
70, apparently in excellent health, when an 
infection followed by septicaemia suddenly 
took her away. Her son Mark and her daugh-
ter Emily, Freya’s mother, and Freya herself 
were shattered. Anne, one of nature’s car-
ers, had spent decades looking after two ail-
ing husbands until both had died. There had 
been good reason to expect that she would 
have many happy years ahead of her. But 
they would have been more caring years, for 
Anne’s instinctive empathy with others, her 
ability to help them, and their appreciation of 
this help, were actually the things that made 
her the most happy.

Freya, her granddaughter, in a trib-
ute from the pulpit of St Luke’s, declared: 
‘I could tell her anything, big or small; she 
was a brilliant listener. This was one of her 
greatest qualities.’ Her son Mark recalled 
that, although of English land-owning stock, 
she had been born and spent her childhood 
in South Africa. ‘Coming of age in the bit-
ter years of apartheid undoubtedly fostered 
her hatred of injustice, her contempt for 
aggression, her instinctive egalitarianism,’ 
he said, adding that much of her extraordi-
nary warmth, kindness and compassion had 
flowed from the selfless care she had received 
from her African nanny, Elizabeth.

Back in Chelsea, needing money, she 
took a part-time weeding job that led rap-
idly to her appointment as head gardener of 
Thurloe Square and then of other squares 
— Markham Square, Paultons Square, 
and Kensington Square among them. She 
engaged loyal helpers that others might have 
rejected as down-and-outs, for she believed, 
in Mark’s words, ‘that everyone, no matter 
from where they came, was equal, and that 
anyone, however unlikely, deserved a chance’. 
And there they all were, hundreds of them at 
her funeral — old Chelsea friends, people of 
all kinds whom she had helped or befriend-
ed, including those from Wandsworth Prison, 
where she worked for many years as a visitor 
— and not a Russian oligarch among them.

Have you ever stopped at Sainsbury’s 
petrol station in Cobham to buy diesel and a 
packet of mini sausage rolls?

Have you ever broken a nail while in a 
hurry, stubbed a toe, or had a haircut you’ve 
later regretted?

Oh dear. You’re saying yes to that last 
question are you? Well, I’m afraid in the light 
of that, your insurance premium has risen 
from the £45 a month quoted to £700 a year. 
Shall we proceed with putting that policy 
through for you?

For occupation, they didn’t offer 
‘Media’, or ‘Ritual Humiliation’, or 
even ‘Sitting at Laptop in Pajamas’
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ance for several years until the decaying 
course was rescued first by Ladbrokes and 
then by the Jockey Club. 

Every few pages you come across some 
new detail worthy of a sporting quiz: no 
more gorse was used in the fences after 
1971. Flat racing ended in 1976. The course 
became known as Aintree rather than Liv-
erpool (something Liverpool City Council 
must surely have regretted) in 1990. Why 
did Aintree become a motor racing track 
as well in 1954? Mrs Topham said, ‘Dire 
necessity.’ She had persuaded Lord Sefton 
to sell the course, reckoning that if the rac-
ing foundered she had more hope of turn-
ing a profit as the owner not the lessee of 
valuable building land but had considerable 
trouble making the mortgage payments her 
company owed. It is intriguing to note that 
in winning the British Grand Prix at Aintree 
in 1955 Stirling Moss set a new lap record  
— of 90 mph, and that one of the competi-
tors on the track was a certain Roy James, 

later infamous as the Great Train Robbery 
getaway driver. 

John Pinfold reveals how Mrs Topham 
was infuriated at what she saw as racing 
officialdom’s preference for Cheltenham 
and by its acceptance of what she called 
‘whimsical’ sponsorship there by the Hen-
nessy family whose Gold Cup, now at 
Newbury, remains the longest-running 
example of racecourse sponsorship. (She 
never treated her sponsors well, which 
was why Schweppes among others did 
not persevere at Aintree.) She also sought 
to involve local MP Harold Wilson in his 
days as Prime Minister, revealingly noting 
in one of the letters she sent him urging 
the creation of a National Lottery linked 
to the Grand National: ‘Like you, I am not 
a racing fan.’

John Pinfold’s detailed and well-illus-
trated work will surely become the book 
of reference on Grand National history. So 
what to go for if you want to raise the pur-
chase price from this year’s race? Back in 
October my National hopefuls were Saint 
Are, The Druid’s Nephew and Broadway 
Buffalo. Were Saint Are to win it would be 
a fine consolation for Paddy Brennan after 
he and Cue Card fell when taking the lead 
in this year’s Gold Cup. But the horse they 
all have to beat after his fine preparation is 
last year’s winner, Oliver Sherwood’s Many 
Clouds. Most bookmakers will pay plac-
es on the first five so my idea of those to 
include are Many Clouds, The Last Samurai 
(once one of our Twelve to Follow), Saint 
Are (still available as I write at 33-1), The 
Druid’s Nephew and Kruzhlinin. 

The turf 
My Cheltenham misery 
Robin Oakley

Everybody has their glory memory from 
Cheltenham this year. Some celebrate the 
extraordinary seven victories for the qui-
etly confident Willie Mullins, together 
with such versatile horses as Douvan and 
Annie Power. Others will forever remem-
ber a misty-eyed Nicky Henderson greeting 
Sprinter Sacre after his Champion Chase 
victory enabled the most handsome idol in 
training to leap back onto his pedestal after 
two injury-dogged years. Then there was the 
Rolls-Royce supercharger effort that saw 
Thistlecrack surge clear of his field in the 
World Hurdle.

I carry one other image, an image con-
jured up for me by the great French train-
er François Doumen, who won a Gold Cup 
with The Fellow in 1994 after two agonis-
ingly close defeats. As he parked his car the 
morning we spoke, the elegant M Doumen 
was recognised by racegoers. Within two 
minutes he was the centre of a small group 
of 20-odd who brought tears to his eyes 
by breaking spontaneously into a chorus 
of ‘The Marseillaise’. At Cheltenham they 
don’t forget their heroes, even if those race-
goers might have been stretched to manage 
a second verse.  

For me it was a disastrous Cheltenham 
financially. John Ferguson’s horses all ran 
decent races but didn’t make the frame, 
while I kept punting on the assumption that 
the luck of a superb rider who has been 
flying all season simply had to change. It 
didn’t. Champion jockey-elect Richard 
Johnson finished the meeting with figures 
of 00F00F00F30PP000PF. As for the Gold 
Cup, I wrote here after the Grand Nation-
al meeting last year: ‘Don Cossack, trained 
by the building storm-wave that is Gordon 
Elliott, looked like a future winner of the 
Gold Cup.’ And what did I do? I backed 
Michael O’Leary’s other runner Don Poli, 
who couldn’t go the early pace and finished 
third to Don Cossack. 

Preparing for this year’s National I have 
much enjoyed historian John Pinfold’s com-
prehensive new chronicle Aintree: The His-
tory of the Racecourse (Medina, £30). While 
charting the history of every fence, ana-
lysing the make-up of the Aintree crowds 
over the years and singling out the horses 
which proved true Aintree specialists, he 
explains in detail the safety changes which 
have followed various animal welfare cam-
paigns. He also explains more clearly than 
has been done before and with admirable 
balance the machinations behind Mrs Mira-
bel Topham’s efforts to sell the course and 
the series of ‘last’ Grand Nationals. We tend 
now to forget how the future of the most 
famous race in the world hung in the bal-

Mrs Mirabel Topham, the owner  
of Aintree, wrote to Harold Wilson, 

when Prime Minister: ‘Like you,  
I am not a racing fan’ 
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Bridge 
Janet de Botton

Tom Townsend, my esteemed teammate 
and the Telegraph’s bridge correspondent, 
did the double last weekend at the Lon-
don Easter Festival of Bridge. First he won 
the Championship Pairs playing with Mark 
Teltscher and then he won the teams play-
ing with … me! Well — on my team anyway.

Tom and Mark have had considerable 
success playing Pairs together even though 
Mark can be found more often at the poker 
table. But he takes his bridge outings very 
seriously and ‘warms up’ by playing rubber 
bridge at TGRs for a couple of weeks before 
a tournament. His poker skills, reading the 
opponents and judging risk against reward, 
will have come in useful on this hand:

Dealer West   Love all

Mark was sitting South. His 1NT overcall 
is a fair shot at pairs, but after it got doubled  
most of us would run to 2 , but most of us 
don’t have Mark’s chutzpah. You don’t win 
pairs events by chickening out. He passed 
and West led the Q round to declarer’s 
King.

Now, you can clearly cash out for one 
down, -100. This would have given N/S a 60 
per cent score, with E/W able to make a lot 
of tricks in Hearts or Diamonds. But we all 
know greed is good at pairs and calm as a 
cucumber Mark placed the King of Spades 
on the table. As the cards lay, the defence 
can only take seven tricks, but if East had 
had another Heart, this could have led to 
-500 or -800. Mark had read the position 
perfectly. East didn’t want to give declarer 
an entry to dummy, so allowed the King to 
hold, and now Mark cashed out for +180 and 
a top.

Excellent performance — and Tom 
wasn’t finished.

West North East South 
Pass pass 1  1NT 
X All pass

 K 2

 K 9 6 3 

 8 2

  A K Q 4 3 

 A J 8 6 5 

 10  

 A Q 10 9

 10 7 6 

 Q 9 7 4 3

 7 4 

 J 6 3

  9 5 2  
 10

 A Q J 8 5 2

 K 7 5 2

 J 8
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SPECTATOR WINE  JONATHAN RAY

It’s April at last, my favourite time of the 
year. The sun is shining, the birds are 
singing and, if you squint slightly, the 

sea here in Brighton could almost pass for 
 Mediterranean blue. We’ll be mowing the 
lawn before you know it.

And we’ve some lovely April-appropri-
ate wines, courtesy of Corney &  Barrow 
— well-priced too. In fact, if one takes 
 advantage of the fabled Brett-Smith 
 Indulgence (£6 off a case when buying two 
dozen bottles or more), there’s a double 
 discount on offer. Hooray!

No apology for including the 2014 
 Corney & Barrow Blanc (1). It might 
be overstating it slightly to say that irate 
 readers picket our offices when we don’t 
include Corney & Barrow’s house wines in 
these offers, but we certainly get some pithy 
emails. And I can understand why, because 
these house wines are exemplary:  cannily 
sourced,  keenly priced, beautifully packaged 
and utterly delicious.

Just to remind you, the house white is a 
blend of Colombard and Ugni Blanc made 
by Producteurs Plaimont in  Gascony in 
cahoots with Corney & Barrow’s  buyers. It’s 
light, fresh, fruity, floral and zesty and ideal 
for carefree springtime  drinking — easy on 
the pocket, too, at just £6.63 a bottle with 
the Brett-Smith Indulgence, £7.13 without, 
down from a list price of £7.50.

The 2014 Château La Fleur des Graves 
Blanc (2) fair leapt out at me at the  tasting. 
A blend of 80 per cent Sauvignon Blanc 
 (giving backbone and aroma) and 20 per 
cent Sémillon (fleshy, rounded fruit), it’s 
steel-fermented and oak-aged for 12 months. 
It has weight, character, balance and style 
and is a reminder of what great value can 
be found among the dry whites of  Bordeaux. 
£10.43 with the B-SI, £10.93 without, down 
from £11.50.

We’re all out and proud rosé drinkers 
these days, and the 2014 Château la Tour 
de l’Évêque (3) from Provence is as fine 
an example as I’ve had in ages. Everything 
about it is classy, from the elegant bottle and 
chic label to the hand-picked, organically 
farmed fruit and the glorious pale salmon-
pink colour of the wine itself. And as for the 
blend, it’s fascinatingly complex: Grenache 
and Cinsault with splashes of (red) Syrah, 
Mourvèdre and Cabernet Sauvignon and 
(white) Rolle, Ugni Blanc and Sémillon. It’s 

ball for Portugal and was as a leading model 
before becoming a winemaker at her fami-
ly’s estate in the sun-baked hills of Alenquer, 
north-east of Lisbon. A  Touriga Nacional-
based blend, it’s aged for 18 months in French 
oak and has soft, smooth tannins, a clean 
acidity and  buckets of mouth-filling juicy 
dark fruit, spice and  liquorice. £11.38 with 
the B-SI, £11.88  without, down from £12.50.

Finally, the organic 2012 La Combe 
de Grinou Rouge (6), a supple blend of 
70 per cent Merlot and 30 per cent Cabernet 
 Sauvignon. Pretty much impossible not to 
like, being enticingly soft, smooth and succu-
lent. Bergerac, in the valley of the Dordogne, 
has been quietly making some delightful 
wines of late, and this is perfect for those who 
enjoy their red Bordeaux but don’t always 
enjoy their red Bordeaux price. £8.53 with 
the B-SI, £9.03 without, down from £9.50.

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

full of juicy wild strawberries, cream, herbs 
and spice and is a joy to drink. £9.90 with 
the B-SI, £10.40 without, down from £10.95.

The 2014 Corney & Barrow Rouge 
(4) will be familiar to readers. A blend of 
 Merlot, Carignan and Grenache, it comes 
from just south of Minervois in the heart of 

the Languedoc and is instantly  appealing, 
with vibrant red and dark fruit flavours, silky 
smooth tannins and a long spicy,  slightly 
herbal finish. It’s so soft and approachable 
that one could easily drink it on its own. 
£6.63 with the B-SI, £7.13 without, down 
from £7.50.

The 2011 Quinta de Chocapalha (5) is 
a big, bracing, concentrated red made by 
 Sandra Tavares da Silva, who played volley-

Please send wine to
Name
Address

Postcode
Telephone
Email
Safe place where wine can be left

Mastercard/Visa no.

Start date  Expiry date       Issue no.

Signature
You will be telephoned for your security number.

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

ORDER FORM Spectator Wine Offer
www.spectator.co.uk/wine-club
Corney & Barrow, 1 Thomas More Street, London E1W 1YZ 
Tel: 020 7265 2470; Fax: 020 7265 2540; Email: customer.services@corneyandbarrow.com

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

Perfect for those who enjoy their 
red Bordeaux but don’t enjoy 

their red Bordeaux price

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

White 1 2014 Corney & Barrow Blanc, 11% vol £85.50 £79.50

 2 2014 Château La Fleur des Graves Blanc, 12.5% vol £131.10 £125.10

Rosé 3 2014 Château la Tour de l’Évêque, 14% vol £124.80 £118.80

Red 4 2014 Corney & Barrow Rouge, 12.5% vol £85.50 £79.50

 5 2011 Quinta de Chocapalha, 13.5% vol £142.50 £136.50

 6 2012 La Combe de Grinou Rouge Bergerac, 12.5% vol £108.30 £102.30

Mixed 7 Mixed case (two bottles of each of the above) £113.00 £107.00
Total
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There is only one thing wrong with White’s 
combination. Black can now continue 36 ... 
Rh1+! 37 Kxh1 Qh4+ 38 Kg1 Qxd4+ 39 Kf1 
Qxe5 with excellent chances to draw. 36 ... 
Qf4 37 Qd7+ Kh8 38 Qd8+ Kg7 39 
Qe7+ Kh8 40 Qe8+ Kg7 41 Qxe6 White 
has tidied up and now wins easily. 41 ... 
Qxd4+ 42 Re3 Qd1+ 43 Kf2 Qd2+ 44 
Re2 Qd4+ 45 Qe3 Qh4+ 46 Kf1 Qh1+ 
47 Qg1 Qxg1+ 48 Kxg1 Kf6 49 Kf2 Rd7 
50 f4 Kf5 51 Kf3 d4 52 g4+ Kf6 53 Rd2 
Black resigns
 
Martyn-Scott: Varsity Match, London 2016

White is hampered by the weak c-pawn but 
now spots a clever tactic to transpose into a 
winning rook and pawn versus rook endgame. 
38 Rh3 Rbxc4 39 Rh7+ Kf8 40 Rhxe7 
Reaching a winning position. 40 ... Rxe4 41 
Rxc7 Rd4 42 Ke6 Rxf4 43 Rc8+ Kg7 44 
Kxd6 Kf7 45 Kd7 Ra4 46 d6 Ra6 47 Rc1 
Ra7+ 48 Kc8 Ra8+ 49 Kb7 Ra2 50 Re1 
Rd2 51 Kc7 Rc2+ 52 Kd8 Ra2 53 d7 Rd2 
If 53 ... Rc2 then White continues with the 
well-known technical winning procedure 54 
Re4 followed by Rf4+ and Ke7. 54 Rc1 
Black resigns

Next week will be devoted to the candidates 
tournament which has just concluded in 
Moscow. Meanwhile, here is a position from 
the recent, very strong Aeroflot Open, won 
jointly by Boris Gelfand and Evgeny Najer.

The internecine but friendly annual rivalry 
between the Universities of Oxford and 
Cambridge, generously hosted last month by 
the Chess Circle of the Royal Automobile Club 
in Pall Mall, resulted in an overwhelming 6-2 
victory for the light blues. Cambridge now leads 
the longest-running chess series in the world 
with 59 wins. Oxford has 53 wins, and 22 matches 
have been drawn.
   Oxford have in the past benefited from 
grandmaster representation in their team, but 
this year they were clearly outgunned in rating 
terms. In spite of dour resistance, the heavily 
weighted rating, statistics eventually told in 
favour of Cambridge.
   The match was, as ever, efficiently controlled 
by David Sedgwick, while the splendid black-tie 
closing awards elevate the annual varsity match 
to the social chess occasion of the year. There 
the gold Margaret Pugh Trophy was once again 
awarded to Cambridge. The contest was graced 
by the presence of such chess-loving luminaries 
as Daniel Johnson, editor of Standpoint 
magazine, Barry Martin of the Chelsea Arts 
Club and the former Oxford grandmasters 
Luke McShane and Jon Speelman.
 
Kozera-Wang: Varsity Match, London 2016

34 Bxh7 White chooses a forcing line which, 
perhaps surprisingly, is not the best. Maintaining 
pressure with 34 Qg4 or 34 Bc2 were both 
preferable. 34 ... Rxh7 35 Qe8+ Kg7 36 Qxc8 

In Competition No. 2941 you were invited 
to supply a short story entitled ‘Diary of a 
Superfluous Man’. Turgenev’s Tchulkaturin; 
Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin; Goncharov’s 
Oblomov: these ‘superfluous men’ are not 
simply literary types, says the critic David 
Patterson, but represent a ‘paradigm of a 
person who has lost a point, a place, a pres-
ence in life’. A few submissions contained 
clear references to 19th-century Russian lit-
erature’s hollow men, but there were many 
echoes elsewhere in the entry of the nihil-
ism, cynicism and fatalism that characteris-
es them. The winners earn £25; D.A. Prince 
pockets £30.

Saturday: pleasant afternoon on the substitute’s 
bench, finishing crossword, and the team managing 
a decent draw without any intervention from me. 
The coach appreciative, as ever, of my reliability. 
Got home to find Hugo had completed his maths 
homework by himself, and Jane had dealt with the 
Volvo’s puncture and planted four rows of early 
potatoes. My turn, technically, to drive over to Sam 
and Sheila’s but Jane happy to tackle M6 at its 
grizzliest. Both women very cheery (marriage suits 
them) and Sam revealed she’s pregnant by some 
IVF procedure she described to Jane as they mixed 
salad in the kitchen while Sheila chopped logs for 
the woodburner. Finished sudoko at third attempt 
while the girls discussed significance of 
gravitational waves and impact on geomagnetic 
fields and Nasa programme. Drinkable 
chardonnay. On way home asked Jane if she 
envied them but she was negotiating a tricky 
junction and didn’t reply.
D.A. Prince

In the old dispensation they’d walk miles for me 
and offer me little gifts. I could scare them with a 
bit of thunder or impress them with a rainbow. 
Now I sit around twiddling my thumbs. In days 
gone by I could climb on a mountain and have 
hordes of them screaming in terror. Not any more. 
I’m surplus to requirements. They’ve hacked into 
all my secrets and found a few of their own. It was 
a mistake to take a rest on the seventh, for they 
took that as meaning the Old Man was tired, and 
tiredness doesn’t draw in the crowds. For human 
centuries — no, for millennia — I’ve had nothing 
to do. The old gullibility has gone and the ones 
that pretend to respect me are serving their own 
bellies. I’m as dead … come to think of it, why did 
I make the dodo?
Frank McDonald

1 June: in April, it happened at some smugly 
suburban Surrey villa, in May at a nicotine-stained 
bedsitter in Slough. Today, I travelled to a croft on 
Benbecula, the weather fouler than my temper. 
Ever professional, I knocked politely, though the 
door was, ominously, slightly ajar. Before I could 
introduce myself as ‘Mr Million’, mention 
Premium Bonds in general or his £1 million prize 
in particular, the wheezing bagpipe of a crofter 
says, ‘Aye, I know. We’re no backwater here; we’ve 
broadband.’ I used to relish the initial bemusement 
of the winners at my very existence, the ritual 

PUZZLE NO. 402

Black to play. This is from Pichot-Khismatullin, 
Moscow 2016. What was Black’s killing blow? 
Answers to me at The Spectator by Tuesday 5 
April or via email to victoria@spectator.co.uk or 
by fax on 020 7681 3773. There is a prize of £20 
for the first correct answer out of a hat. Please 
include a postal address and allow six weeks for 
prize delivery.

Last week’s solution 1 Rc7
Last week’s winner Oliver McEvoy, Elstree, 
Herts

Chess 
Bellum sociorum  
Raymond Keene

Competition 
Short story  
Lucy Vickery
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  Across
  1  Convince court without 

question, wearing dark  
blue (8)

 11  Endless praise in resort 
prepared for sharks (12)

 14  Melodies soprano practises 
(7)

 17  Quarrels providing force in 
manuscript (5)

 18  Bullfighter rushed right 
round (6)

 22  Passage about heartless 
prison camp in speech (8)

 23  Horse we trained in 
whatever place? (7)

 24  Struggle to grab a bone (6)
 25  Be agitated and refer to 

article (6)
 27  Figurine in brown and silver 

by artist (7)
 29  Traditionalist unhappy with 

church in charge (8)
 33  Disc, Chinese design on 

shield (6)
 34  Sheep following lane 

around wood (5)
 37  Poet nearly broken by 

strain getting back in 
groove (7, hyphened)

 38  Edmund’s cunning fellow 
with Lear? Not half (5)

 39  A favourite allowance for 
commission (12)

 40  Cattle dead? Appeal for 
help (4)

 41  Measure boundary
 
  Down
  1  Bristle under extremes of 

pressure to make money (6)
  2  River beginning to confuse 

one on board? (4)

  4  When fastening matting, 
working gropingly (7,  
two words)

  5  Prepared to conserve 
energy, stopped working

  6  Nut runs amok and twists 
backwards (7) 

  7  Learner in game tyrant 
treated scoldingly (11)

  8  Trouble after debtor makes 
bow (5)

  9  Trick for all to see 
concerning parrot

 10  Succeeded in destiny, 
shedding last veil (6, 
hyphened)

 13  Our team among socialists 
supporting cheers for 
composites (8)

 19  People to grasp method and 
locate solid solution (10) 

 20  Scots rather upset for 
example with rugby’s 
ending 

 21  Apparatus for hoisting 
broken glass here (9)

 26  Diagrams of interactions 
over month filling room up 
(7)

 28  Blunder, no good with 
plough once scared (7)

 29  Part of verse drama declared 
Miltonic

 30  Broken soul rendered tense 
(6)

 31  Old song of lamentation 
from wraith renewed (6)

 32  Research involving middle 
of 3 devices (5)

 36  Opening track (4)

 A first prize of £30 for the first 
correct solution opened on 
18 April. There are two runners-
up prizes of £20. (UK solvers can 
choose to receive the latest 
edition of the Chambers 
dictionary instead of cash— ring 
the word ‘dictionary’.) Entries to: 
Crossword 2254, The Spectator,  
22 Old Queen Street, London 
SW1H 9HP. Please allow six 
weeks for prize delivery.

Crossword 
2254: 
Ecofriendly 
by Columba

verification of my credentials, their surprisingly 
slow-dawning joy at an unexpected windfall. Now 
they just look pityingly at me, the embodiment of 
superfluity, as if I’d delivered yesterday’s weather 
forecast. ‘Oh,’ the crofter says, ‘would ye drop 
these letters in at the Post Office on your way?’ A 
new career beckons.
Adrian Fry

Like many silent-film stars, Augustus Hapcott was 
unable to make the transition to sound pictures, 
known as ‘talkies’. Employed for a time by Thomas 
Edison’s studio, Hapcott was the first movie star to 
kiss Greta Garbo on screen, and the first to wrestle 
with a gorilla (in Make Mine a Martini). Female 
audiences couldn’t get enough of ‘Gorgeous Gus’; 
in one month alone he received 830 proposals of 
marriage. Despite his handsome face and strong 
physique, Hapcott’s voice was high and whiny and 
deemed inadequate. Louis B. Mayer said it was like 
listening to ‘a terrified peacock having its feathers 
plucked’. In June 1928 he took his gorilla act on the 
road. The result was a disaster as it soon devolved 
into a gimmick, with the press lambasting his 
‘ridiculous’ performances. Finally, Hapcott tried his 
hand at politics; but proved superfluous at that, too.
John O’Byrne

Friday: off to the movies with Derek and Anita. 
Something foreign. Derek rather fancies himself as 
an intellectual. Anita not so keen. She’s probably 
prefer to go dancing. Afterwards Derek called it a 
study in alienation, so I told him it alienated me. 
Anita laughed. He didn’t.
Saturday: persuaded Anita and Derek to try lunch 
at El Wok, the new fusion restaurant. Now it was 
Derek who didn’t like foreign. He sulked. Typical. 
Anita was game though, and I enjoyed showing 
her how to use chopsticks. 
Sunday: pre-lunch drinks at the Plough. Whoops, 
clumsy me, I spilled a G&T on Derek’s trousers 
and he had to go off and deal with an embarrassing 
stain. Anita was very sweet about it, even patting 
my knee. She’ll be good for a tumble before the 
month is up, I know it. A cool weekend’s work for 
a professional gooseberry.
Basil Ransome-Davies

The diary was found in the flat occupied by a man 
who had hardly been seen by his neighbours 
before a strange smell alerted them to the fact that 
he had died. Looking at the diary, the police 
psychiatrist pieced together the man’s life. He had 
been judged to be superfluous by his mother who 
gave him to an adoption society. His adoptive 
parents lost interest in him when they had a baby 
of their own. He went to work for a packaging 
company that found him superfluous to their 
needs after a week. He claimed jobseeker’s 
allowance, but when he didn’t turn up for an 
interview was deemed superfluous to their list of 
claimants. The landlord was about to evict him 
when he died. But the man had his revenge, writing 
the diary with tattoo ink containing arsenic, which 
made a lasting impression on all who touched it.
Katie Mallett

NO. 2944: MUCH ADO?

What would characters from Shakespeare’s 
plays have made of this year’s fulsome cel-
ebrations of the 400th anniversary of his 
death? You are invited to supply a verdict 
from one of them in up to 16 lines. Please 
email entries to lucy@spectator.co.uk by 
midday on 13 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 2251: ANIMAL TRACK

WILD HORSES, the title of a track on STICKY 
FINGERS (1D) by the ROLLING STONES (12), defines 
the other unclued lights.

First prize C.G. Millin, Ramleaze, Wilts
Runners-up John Angel, Woodbridge, Suffolk; J. Anson, 
London SE5

Name    
 
Address   

  

  

  

Email  

Answers to clues in italics must 
become 15 (hyphened) to cre-
ate grid entries. Definitions of 
these entries are supplied by 
unclued lights, one of which 
consists of two words. Else-
where ignore two accents.
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objects to — after all, Labour’s edu-
cation policy, insofar as it has one, is 
to restore local-authority control over 
all taxpayer-funded schools. Given 
that nearly 70 per cent of state sec-
ondaries in England and 15 per cent 
of primaries are already academies, 
that would involve almost as much 
coercion as the measure it opposes. 
Critics of academies have demanded 
a uniform system of state provision 
for decades, so it’s a bit rich for them 
to complain about the universality of 
the policy. They’re just annoyed that 
the monocultural system we end up 
with won’t be Finland.

But if the left is only pretending 
to dislike academies for that reason, 
why does it really dislike them? It’s a 
bit perplexing, because nearly all the 
other reasons they put forward are 
based on misunderstandings.

Corbyn used the phrase ‘asset 
stripping’ in his speech to the NUT 
last week, but that’s flat-out wrong. 
When a school becomes an academy, 
the land and buildings aren’t trans-
ferred from a local  authority to a pri-
vate company. Rather, the freehold 
is retained by the authority, which 
offers a lease to the academy or mul-
ti-academy trust it’s decided to join. 
‘Asset renting’ would be more accu-
rate, but that it have the same ring.

I used the phrase ‘private compa-
ny’ just now and it’s true that acad-
emies and multi-academy trusts are 
limited companies, but that phrase 
needs unpacking because Corbyn 
and his allies use it as a synonym 
for ‘profit-making’. In fact, acade-
mies are a specific type of company 
more commonly known as ‘charities’ 
and, as such, they’re prohibited from 
making profits. So accusing the gov-

As someone who believes in 
limited government, I feel 
conflicted about  universal 

academisation. I’m a fan of the acad-
emies policy because it reduces 
the involvement of politicians and 
bureaucrats in taxpayer-funded edu-
cation, but there’s something a  little 
Stalinist about the state forcing all 
local-authority schools to become 
academies. It’s using socialist  methods 
to bring about a  conservative goal. It 
reminds me of that paradox first-year 
philosophy students  struggle with — 
is it right to force a slave to be free?

Jeremy Corbyn and the teach-
ing unions have decided that this is a 
good issue for them and are planning 
a national campaign against ‘forced 
academisation’. But the emphasis on 
the word ‘forced’ is curious because 
that’s the bit of the policy you’d think 
they’d like. Last week, as I did a tour 
of TV and radio studios to defend 
academies, I found myself facing left-
wing opponents who were complain-
ing about central government diktat 
and one-size-fits-all schools. Sudden-
ly, diversity of  provision and parental 
choice had become good things. Hang 
on, I thought. That’s exactly what I was 
arguing in 2009. It was as though I had 
switched places with the anti-educa-
tion reform campaigner Fiona Millar.

A moment’s reflection reveals 
that this can’t be what the left really 

ernment of ‘privatising’ state schools 
makes little sense, unless by that you 
mean entrusting charities with stew-
ardship of our public education sys-
tem. Not much of a rallying cry either.

More sophisticated critics admit 
that academies cannot make profits, 
but point out that the people who run 
them can let contracts to profit-mak-
ing companies. Quite true, but then 
so can local-authority-run schools. So 
can NHS hospitals, for that matter. 
And what’s wrong with that, provid-
ing they’re getting value for money? 
As someone who’s helped set up four 
academies and is now the CEO of a 
multi-academy trust, I can assure you 
that there are strict rules in place to 
ensure we do get value for money 
when letting contracts. We’re  audited 
once a year to make sure we comply. 
That’s more frequently than local-
authority schools.

Reluctantly, I’ve come to the con-
clusion that Corbyn and his allies 
don’t actually know what an acad-
emy is. All they know is they were 
 invented by Tony Blair and that’s 
good enough. The funny thing is, if 
they did their homework they’d dis-
cover that buried in the fine print 
of the funding agreements that all 
academies have to sign are clauses 
granting the Secretary of State for 
Education sweeping powers over 
them, should he or she choose to 
use them. If Corbyn actually won an 
election, all he’d have to do is enno-
ble Fiona Millar and install her in the 
DfE, and it would be a one-way ticket 
to the Finland Station. Which is why 
I’m a bit ambivalent about them.

Toby Young is associate editor of 
The Spectator.

Status Anxiety
Why I’m uneasy about 
academies for all
Toby Young

MICHAEL HEATH

I found 
myself facing 
left-wing 
opponents 
complaining 
about
one-size-fi ts-all 
schools 
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Australia to put India into the other 
semi-final, Virat Kohli smacked 82 off 
51 in some of the best batting I have 
seen for ages. Never let anyone say 
that T20 isn’t sport at its very finest.

Second, enough of Leicester and 
their fleet Foxiness — raise a cheer 
for the often unsung workers of West 
Ham, on course for a top-four fin-
ish and Champions League football 
(predicted by Fergie, by the way), 
with a tasty home FA Cup replay 
against Man Utd to decide who plays 
Everton in the semi. Their next two 
league games are at home to Palace 
and Arsenal, so these ten days could 
define the season for the Hammers, 
who will be putting out the scat-
ter cushions at their new home at 
the Olympic Stadium next season.

Their supporters are famously 
devoted: the club has already sold 
50,000 season tickets for next term 
and 35,000 turned up for captain 
Mark Noble’s testimonial. In Dimi-
tri Payet they have one of the best 
two or three players in the country, 
and in Andy Carroll, certainly the 
best ponytail. If they can keep it up, 
along with Leicester (and to a lesser 
extent Southampton and Spurs), then 
the days of dominance by boring big-
money clubs could be under threat. In 
England, thankfully, good managers, 
good scouts and a good club struc-
ture can make a difference, unlike in 
Spain, Germany and France, where 
the favourites always win.

Well the sun is out, the sky 
is blue, and poor Boris 
Johnson is taking such a 

pounding from Matthew Parris and 
 Petronella Wyatt that it makes the 
battle of Kursk look like an Easter 
Parade. Plenty to be cheerful about, 
then, and nowhere more so than in 
this blissful sporting spring. 

First, the T20 World Champion-
ship is producing cricket to make 
your hair stand on end. England’s 
men and women are racing through 
the tournament, and the men’s last- 
over win to beat Sri Lanka and reach 
the semis was spellbinding. England 
hadn’t reached three figures by the 
15th over, but finished on 171. It was 
enough (just) after Sri Lanka’s cap-
tain Angelo Mathews led a brilliant 
fightback from 15 for four. Joe Root 
flew like a hawk to his left to catch a 
ferocious drive from Dasun Shanaka 
and the game was all but won. 

Magnificent stuff, and all over in a 
little more than three hours. Throw in 
illuminated stumps, fireworks, steam, 
Rihanna and you’ve quite a package. 
In an equally  stunning victory over 

Finally, open your wallets for the 
Grand National, easily one of the most 
exciting for years. Low-key Leighton 
Aspell is trying to become the first 
jockey to win three in a row. He will 
be on Many Clouds, the favourite and 
last year’s winner. Trevor Hemmings, 
going for a record fourth win as an 
owner, is an extraordinary character: 
he always wears flat caps, owns Pres-
ton North End, built his first house 
in 1958, started his first company 
with £12 and became a billionaire.

Willie Mullins, fresh from cream-
ing up Cheltenham, is going head-
to-head with Paul Nicholls in the £1 
million race  crucial to Mullins’s bid 
to become the first Irishman in more 
than 60 years to be crowned Brit-
ain’s champion jumps trainer. He and 
Nicholls could have almost a quar-
ter of the field, and his stable jock-
ey Ruby Walsh should be on  Boston 
Bob, who ran well at Fairyhouse, 
while Bryan Cooper will partner Sir 
Des Champs, the 2013 Cheltenham 
Gold Cup runner-up. The quality is 
so high that six winners since 1999 
would not make the staging because 
their handicap marks aren’t high 
enough. The Gordon Elliott-trained 
Cause of Causes, is in danger, as is 
Pineau de Re, winner two years ago, 
and  Alvarado, fourth for the last two 
years. The Welsh National  winner 
Mountainous might not make it, 
either, which is a pity as I have had 
several quid on him over the years. 

Q. Twice recently our host has 
clinked his glass, required us to 
stop relaxing and instead take 
part in a round-table discussion. 
My wife and are involved in the 
maelstrom of the Westminster 
village by day and we have had 
enough of it by the evening. Is 
there a courteous way to reject 
the request of a host attempting 
to hijack his own dinner party in 
this way?
— Name and address withheld

A. Clink your own glass and say 
your doctor has ordered that in 

the short term you don’t blur the 
boundaries between work and 
play and, since you would find it 
impossible not to join in, would 
they mind pausing the discussion 
until you have gone home. 
 
Q. My godson recently turned 
18 and I invited him to dine 
with me at my London club to 
receive his birthday present. He 
was surprised and delighted to 
discover that this was not just 
dinner but a six-year membership 
of the club, fully paid. We had an 
excellent evening together, but 
ten days later I have not had a 
thank-you letter. He usually has 
excellent manners. I don’t want 
to be heavy-handed and he is 
of course working hard for his 
imminent A-levels, but I do think 
he should be gently made aware 
that this is a bit much. Any ideas?
— Name and address withheld

A. Text the boy and say you have 
been away for ten days, are now 
on your way home and looking 
forward to reading his letter on 
your return. In the meantime you 
would like to say how much you 
enjoyed seeing him.

Q. I am presented with the 
prospect of one, if not both, of 
my beloved daughters getting 
married in the next few years. My 
problem is that, as a result of my 
own divorce, I know that without 
physical restraint I will not be 
able to maintain my composure 
in the same county as, let alone 
in close proximity to, their 
mother. I also feel that it would 
be rank hypocrisy to endorse 
the institution of marriage, via 
speeches or by attending. I could 
no more publicly endorse the 
use of the same razor blade or 
toothbrush for the rest of my life. 

Aside from seeking sectioning, 
what should I do?
— N.S.T., Newmarket
 
A. No doubt both your daughters 
are dreading the ‘happiest day’ 
of their lives being spoiled by a 
possible parental confrontation, to 
say nothing of the contents of your 
speech. Why not set their anxieties 
at rest now by assuring them that 
in the event of their marrying 
you will record a short film in 
which you wish them well, to be 
broadcast on the day, but you will 
not attend either ceremony. This 
is because you love them. Your 
absence will achieve the effect you 
desire — everyone will wonder 
why you hate your ex-wife so 
much. And it will let your beloved 
daughters know their weddings 
need not be overshadowed by the 
fear of their father’s inability to 
‘play the game’.

Spectator Sport 
Reasons to be cheerful, 
parts one, two, three...  
Roger Alton

Throw in 
illuminated 
stumps, 
fireworks, 
steam, Rihanna 
and you’ve 
quite a package

DEAR MARY YOUR PROBLEMS SOLVED
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have been made by this leader to pity 
Lord Levy as he dares to fret public-
ly about the anti-Semitism of the left; 
and that is grievous, for Corbyn calls 
himself insulted, an emotion Jews well 
understand.

There is more news in Islington, 
better news for the critic herself spir-
itually resident of ‘It’s Grim Up North 
London’: Chris Corbin (note the ‘i’) 
and Jeremy King have opened a new 
restaurant called Bellanger, which 
rears, like a Cinema Paradiso, from 
Islington Green. Corbin and King run 
some of the best restaurants in Lon-
don — the Delaunay, the Wolseley 
and Fischer’s. These are well-fitted, 
well-staffed and, as is important to this 
sensitive column, in no way morally 
disgusting (with the possible excep-
tion of the Colony Grill Room, a res-
taurant for Patek Philippe watches 
and their owners). Some wondered 
if Corbin and King were expanding 
too fast, but their only failure, for me, 
is Colbert, and I put that down to its 
being in Chelsea; magicians they may 
be, but they can’t do anything about 
Chelsea. This pair want everyone in 
their restaurants and they are priced 
for it, particularly Brasserie Zédel, the 

Islington is a bellwether, and also 
a joke: the most unequal borough 
in London, where social hous-

ing leans against £4 million terraces 
(for now, loyal Conservative voters, 
only for now), and also the holy font 
of Blairism as it appears in ‘It’s Grim 
Up North London’. Here, it is said, 
they sang the Blairite version of the 
Red Flag: ‘The People’s flag is deepest 
pink/ It’s not as red as people think/ 
So raise the scarlet banner high/ The 
college song, the old school tie.’ No 
more; the jokes are dust, and Blair, it 
is rumoured, is living on a jet full time, 
flying away from himself or, as I think 
more probable, under a spray-tan 
machine, staining himself that pecu-
liar shade of orange that interior dec-
orators call Atomic Tangerine, a fine 
mirror for his madness.

Its MP, as you know, is Jeremy Cor-
byn. He had nothing to do with Blair-
ism, but you might see him on the 
streets of its cemetery angrily riding 
a bicycle. I can hardly bear to discuss 
Corbyn just now; because I, the sort of 
(Jewish) Labour voter who would vote 
for a cow if it were on the ballot paper, 

pink barn in Piccadilly; the owner of 
the Richmond Crescent house with 
the super-basement might, therefore, 
be surprised to find semi-ordinary 
people in Bellanger. This is not the 
land of the plutocrat and his sexy fish.

So, a dark and calming restaurant, 
lit by what looks like candlelight. It is 
T-shaped, with a mixture of booths, 
banquettes and tables and a long mir-
rored bar. There is good — that is, 
intense — art and, in the windows, 
cakes in the shape of rabbits. Bellanger 
wisely avoids any connection with the 
streets outside and looks toward the 
Continent for its soul. If Fischer’s is 
Vienna in Marylebone, Bellanger is 
Strasbourg in north London. Some-
times I think this restaurant group is 
an anti-Brexit protest in itself, even if 
it knows, as KFC doesn’t, that Alsace 
veered between France and Germany 
five times, and thus cooked interest-
ing food, the food that made the EU 
in fact; or else it’s set up a dining room 
for central European refugees. But I 
do take these things too seriously.

We eat a tarte flambée — essential-
ly a thin German pizza — studded with 
pig; rich ravioles du Royans, green 
with spinach and silky with butter; a 
coq au Riesling, perhaps the most glo-
rious chicken stew I have eaten; veal 
Holstein, which is ideally crisp.

If there is another restaurant hom-
age to Strasbourg in north London, I 
have not found it yet. The corridor to 
the toilets, meanwhile, is a shrine to 
Goethe, who studied in Strasbourg; 
there are perhaps ten prints of him, 
looking happy, hungry, lost.

Bellanger, Islington Green, London 
N1 2XH, tel: 020 7226 2555.

Food 
Send in the Alsatians 
Tanya Gold

You can find 
semi-ordinary 
people in 
Bellanger. 
This is not the 
land of the 
plutocrat and 
his sexy fish

Benjamin Franklin thought that 
an excess of electric fluid gave 
rise to positive electricity, and a 
deficiency of the fluid to negative 
electricity. ‘New flannel, if dry 
and warm, will draw the electric 
fluid from non-electrics.’ By an 
electric he meant substances such 
as glass, and indeed the air. I’m 
not sure how much we think of 
electricity as a fluid today. James 
Thurber’s mother worried that 
it would run out of the sockets 
unless one left a plug in them, 
but she was perhaps unusual. 
Flann O’Brien put forward the 
similar theory that darkness 
was due to the accretion of 
‘black air’.

Fluid mediums persisted 
in our world view because it 
was hard to think of things like 
electromagnetic waves without 
something for them to make 
waves in. That is why aether or 
ether lasted as a notion from the 
17th century until into the age 
of television. In the 1770s the 
‘imaginary fluid’ of ether was 
explained, by a sceptic, as the 
propagator of heat, light,muscular 
motion and gravity.

At a social level, the idea 

of body fluids caught the 
20th-century imagination. ‘What 
about the fluid of Cotunnius?’ my 
husband has just piped up. What, 
indeed? It lies in the cochlea 
of the ear and is named after 
Domenico Cotugno, born in 1736, 
who published De aquaeductibus 
auris in 1761, sensibly writing 
in Latin so that everyone could 
understand him, which is why his 
name is remembered, if at all, in 
the Latin form.

Anyone but my husband 
thinks of something else when 
they hear the term body fluid. 
Nor do they usually think of 
blood, sweat and tears. It is in this 
context, I think that we should 

examine the vogue phrase gender 
fluid. Here, of course fluid is an 
adjective, as mad is in sex mad. 
Gender fluid is not an imaginary 
fluid that gives rise to gender, 
though it might well have been. 
It is the quality of possessing 
no gender that can’t flow into 
another form, as in a balloon 
filled with water.

No theory of fluids is too 
foolish to lack aggressive 
advocates: mephitic vapour, 
plogiston, animal spirits, mesmeric 
fluid, animal magnetism, vril, 
brain-waves, hysteric vapours. 
Gender has joined them as the 
most fluid thing of all

 — Dot Wordsworth

MIND YOUR LANGUAGE

Gender fluid

‘I’m Roger the replacement bus service.’
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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.
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Winemaker’s lunch with Massaya

Join us in the Spectator boardroom for another in our series of 
Spectator Winemaker lunches with Sami Ghosn of Massaya, the 
celebrated Lebanese winery and arak distillery.

Where Château Musar famously led, so others such as the Ghosn 
brothers have followed, and the Bekaa Valley is now home to 
over 30 wineries. Over a delicious three-course lunch provided by 
Forman & Field, Sami will introduce several of his Le colombier, 
Terrasses de Baalbeck, Cap Est and Gold Reserve award-winning 
wines and discuss his family’s partnership with the Brunier brothers 
of Vieux Télégraphe, Châteauneuf-Du-Pape and Dominique 
Hebrard of Château Trianon, Bordeaux.

Long, warm summers and wet winters make Lebanon perfectly 
suited to fine wine production and this is a marvellous opportunity 
to learn more about Massaya’s hugely sought-after wines.

Book now to avoid disappointment.
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