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Time for anti-Tory 
tactical voting

By voting to retain Boris Johnson as prime minis-
ter, Conservative MPs condemned the country 
to further drift and decline. 

On 13 June the British economy was revealed 
to be on the verge of recession, having contracted by  
0.3 per cent in April. Average real wages are falling at the 
fastest rate for nearly two decades and remain below 
their pre-2008 level. As Duncan Weldon writes in this 
week’s cover story on page 18, the UK is once again the 
“sick man of Europe”. Of the G20 countries, only Russia 
is forecast by the OECD to record lower economic growth 
next year. But beyond bluster about “cutting red tape” 
and other free-market clichés, Mr Johnson’s government 
lacks any obvious strategy to change this. 

Indeed, by publishing the Northern Ireland Protocol 
Bill on 13 June, ministers threaten to worsen the eco-
nomic climate through a trade war with the EU. Mr John-
son may inveigh against the new sea border between 
Northern Ireland and Great Britain, but he has only one 
person to blame: himself. By rejecting alternatives, such 
as the UK remaining in the EU customs union, the Prime 
Minister guaranteed new checks even as he denied they 
would be required. Far from boosting the reputation of 
“Global Britain” (always a fantasy), Mr Johnson has sullied 
it by disregarding international law. 

The day after the bill was published, the government’s 
absurd and immoral policy of deporting asylum seekers 
to Rwanda unravelled as legal challenges prevented a flight 
from departing. Confronted by Mr Johnson’s shameless 
populism, traditional conservatives from Church of Eng-
land bishops to the heir to the throne are moved to outrage. 

On 23 June voters will get the chance to respond in two 
parliamentary by-elections. Both contests were triggered 
in ignominious circumstances. Imran Ahmad Khan, the 
former Conservative MP for Wakefield, was convicted of 
sexually assaulting a 15-year-old boy. Neil Parish, the former 
Tory MP for Tiverton and Honiton, resigned after being 
caught watching pornography in the House of Commons 
chamber (having insisted that he was searching online for 
pictures of tractors). Such is the “party of law and order”. 

The by-elections are not just a chance for the people 

of Wakefield and Tiverton to register their outrage at 
their former representatives. They are a chance to send 
a message to the sycophants and enablers who sustain 
Mr Johnson in power. Should the Conservatives lose 
Wakefield, a Red Wall seat won from Labour in 2019, and 
Tiverton, a Blue Wall seat that has voted Tory since its 
creation in 1997, the Prime Minister may face a renewed 
MPs’ revolt. 

But to defeat the Conservatives, anti-Johnson voters 
will need to work together. In Wakefield they should 
support Labour (which finished a close second to the 
Tories in 2019). In Tiverton, where the Conservatives have 
an outsize majority of 24,239, they should support the 
Liberal Democrats.

For decades, Labour leaders have wrestled with the 
“progressive dilemma”: the division of the centre left 
across multiple parties. But there is a partial answer:  
tactical voting. There is no need yet for a formal pact or 
alliance provided voters back the most viable anti- 
Conservative candidate in each seat.

As the Lib Dem leader Ed Davey remarks pragmatically 
in his interview with our business editor Will Dunn on 
page 22, “We’ll take on Labour where we think we can 
win.” Arithmetic makes an informal “progressive alliance” 
inevitable: almost all of Labour and the Lib Dems’ target 
seats are held by the Conservatives. As Mr Davey suggests, 
“rational parties” will focus their resources on those con-
stituencies where they are strongest (not a single member 
of Labour’s shadow cabinet has visited Tiverton). 

Although Labour and the Lib Dems are routinely cast 
as rivals, their fortunes are often aligned. From 1997 on-
wards, tactical voting ensured the Tories failed to win 
more than 200 seats at three consecutive general elections 
and delivered a hung parliament in 2010. 

Should Mr Johnson survive until the next general  
election (as he well might), he deserves to be met by an 
alliance of unprecedented force. This is no time for the 
narcissism of small differences. Socialists, liberals, greens 
and independent Tories must unite in a common endeav-
our: the defence of the democracy that Mr Johnson has 
so debased. ●

The by-elections 
are a chance  
to send a 
message to the 
sycophants  
who sustain  
Mr Johnson  
in power
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The sponsors of the Costa (originally the 
Whitbread) Book Awards, one of the most 
imaginatively structured book prizes, have 
recently announced that, after 50 years, these 

awards would cease to exist.
No one has to sponsor any sort of prize, of course, 

and if they do, they can set it up in any way they like.  
If they can’t afford to sustain it, or if they just  
change their minds, there can be no blame attaching 
to them if they want to abandon it. It does seem  
worth explaining, though, why this particular prize 
was so important and so highly valued by the book 
world in general.

It consisted of five category awards, one each for 
fiction, poetry, biography, a first novel and a children’s 
book. Each winner (in the prize’s last year) received 
£5,000, and an overall Book of the Year award, chosen 
from the five category winners, was worth £30,000.

Significant money, to most writers, who make 
peanuts. But the main benefit was the publicity, of 

Comment

How a prize changed the 
fate of children’s fiction

By Philip Pullman

AN
T

 U
PT

O
N

 / 
EY

EV
IN

E

2022+25 009 Notebook opener + chart.indd   92022+25 009 Notebook opener + chart.indd   9 14/06/2022   18:58:4214/06/2022   18:58:42



10 The New Statesman  |  17-23 June 2022

course, and the Whitbread/Costa was second  
only to the Booker in the amount of attention it 
received. It was widely talked about in the news pages 
and on radio and television; bookmakers offered odds 
on the result. Some well-known writers have won it: 
William Trevor, Kazuo Ishiguro, Ted Hughes, Seamus 
Heaney, Hilary Mantel. Writers who were not well 
known found their reputations suddenly and 
sometimes permanently enhanced.

The most interesting thing about the prize was 
probably the category aspect. Could judges fairly 
compare a biography with a first novel, or a work of 
fiction with a book of poetry? Distinguished judging 
panels managed to do so, year after year. Most 
interestingly, could a children’s book ever win at all?

There was a long period when it seemed as if the 
children’s book category was always going to be an 
also-ran, or a makeweight, or little more than a 
well-meaning gesture, never intended to be taken 
seriously. This was a time when a critic in the Times 
Literary Supplement felt able to say, when laying into a 
novel on its publisher’s adult list for being sentimental 
and “too simple by a mile”, that “as a children’s book, 
however, it might make its mark”. The assumption, 
which he confidently expected TLS readers to share, 
was that children’s books were like bad books for 
grown-ups. At about the same time, Philip Roth was 
being praised by Robert Stone in the New York Review of 
Books for being “an author so serious he makes most of 
his contemporaries look like children’s writers”.

And, of course, there was the occasion reported in 
the Guardian in 2011 when Martin Amis said: “People 
ask me if I ever thought of writing a children’s book.  

I say, ‘If I had a serious brain injury I might well write a 
children’s book.’”

The sort of slovenly contempt implicit in 
comments like those was exactly what the 
Whitbread/Costa award existed to challenge. 
Yes, years went past when the children’s book 

didn’t win, and at one point there was a suggestion 
that the category ought to be hived off from the rest, 
so there would be an overall Book of the Year and a 
separate Children’s Book of the Year, but generosity 
and good sense prevailed, and the structure was 
retained. Writers such as Peter Dickinson, Philippa 
Pearce, Penelope Lively, Leon Garfield, Jane Gardam, 
and Alan Garner were and are significant literary 
figures by any standard: of course they should have 
been eligible to be judged in company with writers 
whose books were read only by adults. Maybe one day 
a children’s book would win.

And then it did. Winning the 2001 Whitbread Book 
of the Year Award with The Amber Spyglass made more 
difference than anything else to my publishers’ ability 
to sell gratifyingly large quantities of my books, and I 
remain profoundly grateful. I said at the time that I 
hoped children’s books could now become part of the 
general conversation about books, but I’m not sure 
that they have, except in one respect: the financial one. 
When it became clear that children’s books could sell 
in large numbers and make lots of money, publishers 
were keen to entice celebrities of varied kinds and 
talents to put their names to a children’s book or 
several, and singers, comedians and sports stars 
hastened to sign the contracts they were offered. What 
could they lose? It was only a children’s book, after all; 
it couldn’t be very hard to write.

That didn’t matter very much in the long run: trash 
is ephemeral. But it was and is dispiriting when 
genuinely original and talented writers see their 
publishers lavish money and attention and publicity on 
books that don’t need or deserve it.

Slowly, some things are getting better. There are 
more courses in children’s literature at university level 
than there used to be, which is a good thing, because 
there are things to be said about the books that 
children read (and about their illustration and design) 
which are interesting and worth saying. Campaigners 
such as Michael Rosen and Michael Morpurgo were 
able to use their fame as writers for children to argue 
for causes that were good and right. And my win 
turned out not to be a freak, a one-off, because the 
children’s book winner in 2015, Frances Hardinge’s  
The Lie Tree, deservedly won the overall prize as well.

But unless a different sponsor generously picks up 
what Costa has put down, it won’t happen again. 
There are prizes specifically for children’s books,  
of course, the best-known of which is the Carnegie 
Medal, but the Whitbread/Costa award was uniquely 
and generously inclusive, and I’m very sorry to  
see it go. 

Philip Pullman’s latest novel is “The Secret 
Commonwealth” (David Fickling Books)

It’s dispiriting 
when original 
and talented 
writers see 
publishers 
lavish money 
on books that 
don’t need or 
deserve it

SOURCE: ONS
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“Partygate” first appeared in December 2021 
and ever since there has been speculation 
about how many letters I might have 
received from Conservative colleagues 

asking me to call a confidence vote in the Prime 
Minister. Press reports have given the public regular 
updates on how close I was to hearing from the 
requisite 54 MPs, which were almost always wide of the 
mark. Sometimes two or more estimates published on 
the same day differed by dozens – usually in line with 
the editorial preferences of the newspaper concerned. 
As the Jubilee holiday approached the threshold was 
near, but some of my colleagues (rightly, in my view) 
were careful not to interrupt Her Majesty’s celebration.

Lessons from past experience
The last time this process was triggered, during 
Theresa May’s premiership in December 2018, 
someone in No 10 leaked the fact that I was seeking an 
urgent meeting with the prime minister. I got on the 
Tube at Westminster and when I got back to street 
level at Bond Street ten minutes later all hell was 
breaking loose, with missed calls on my mobile from 
every lobby correspondent. This time, after I phoned 
Boris Johnson early afternoon of Sunday 5 June, it 
stayed reasonably tight, with just a heightened level of 
media speculation the next morning. Most things ran 
smoothly last time, so I used the same timetable.  
A short statement to cameras in the morning,  
a private lobby briefing mid-afternoon and then the 
announcement of the result at 9pm. The officers of the 
’22 rose to the challenge, as did the staff who helped 
us. Completing the ballot in just over 12 hours from 
announcement to result has to be the best way to do it.

A welcome result
A written ministerial statement on the afternoon of  
6 June announced the government’s very welcome 
decision to scrap the Golborne Link section of HS2. 
Once the planned depot was moved south to Crewe, 
there was no way the business case for this still stacked 
up. But it has taken over five years of lobbying for me 
and my local colleagues to secure its removal, saving 
the village of Warburton from being split in two– and 
saving the taxpayer over £3bn into the bargain. 

Given the timing of the announcement, the 
Twitterati immediately started to suggest that I was 
being bribed with good news for my constituency.  
All this meant that it was suddenly helpful that the 
Guardian had reported two months ago that I had 
written to constituents telling them how ministers had 
promised to do this.

The taste of diplomacy
Blanket media coverage for just one day every few 
years leads to a very odd kind of celebrity. Some 
people will offer me advice on the future of the Prime 
Minister when they are standing next to me on a bus, 
others don’t know me from Adam. A day or two after 
the confidence vote, it did mean that we were whisked 
straight into the Italian ambassador’s wonderful 
National Day party to enjoy the Campari and canapés. 
A string of ambassadors were very complimentary 
about my handling of recent events. Maybe I should 
have been a diplomat instead of a politician? 

Back to chair the 1922 Committee, with Chancellor 
Rishi Sunak fielding nearly 20 questions from 
colleagues. Afterwards I was able to rush from a 
Commons reception that I was hosting for the 
Grammar School Heads Association and still get to the 
Sutton Trust’s 25th anniversary dinner. I have been a 
strong supporter of the trust’s brilliant work to 
promote social mobility since I was shadow minister for 
schools 20 years ago. The success of the trust is tribute 
to the huge commitment (and considerable generosity) 
of its founder and chairman, Sir Peter Lampl. 

Celebrating normality
Back in Altrincham for my surgery, I was reminded  
that whatever the flaws of British politics and our 
constitution, the greatest strength of our system is  
the accessibility of Members of Parliament to our 
constituents. Whether it’s to seek help with a problem, 
or just to give their views, most members of the British 
public can see their elected representative at an  
advice surgery near them, or even in an aisle of the 
local supermarket. 

There may be the odd exceptional week of media, 
high drama and the occasional embassy party, but in 
the end it all comes back to the constituency. For me, a 
very busy week ended with a Jubilee street party on 
Sunday (appropriately enough in Queen’s Road, Hale), 
where the residents are raising money for the 
Children’s Society. 

Graham Brady is chairman of the 1922 Committee and  
the MP for Altrincham and Sale West

The Diary

As the Jubilee 
approached 
the threshold 
was near, but 
some of my 
colleagues 
were careful 
not to disrupt 
celebrations

What the press got wrong 
about the confidence 
vote, and my very odd 

kind of celebrity

By Graham Brady
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In another world, she could have been in the White 
House on Friday 3 June, heading into the final third 
of a two-term presidency. Instead she was in 
Colmans, a chippy in South Shields on Ocean’s 

Road, a modest North Sea boulevard half an hour east 
of Newcastle. 

Hillary Clinton – the first female senator for New 
York, and a former first lady, US secretary of state, and 
Democratic presidential nominee – is now a private 
citizen, but she keeps a retinue fit for the powerful: 
four bodyguards perched nearby as I approached her, 
seated for supper and surrounded by local dignitaries. 
She was in north-east England to give the South 
Shields Lecture at the invitation of former Labour 
foreign secretary David Miliband – a close friend of 
hers – who has run the event annually since 2001.

“He's too charming not to be dangerous,” she said of 
me, charmingly, as I took up Miliband’s seat for a 
moment to talk with her. Up close, Clinton is slight but 
formidable, with a practice of nodding her head 
slightly and slowly as you speak, offering 
encouragement without agreement. I had met 
Miliband recently in London, and he had described the 
US, where he now lives, as “not just polarised but 
Balkanised: it’s not that different groups hate each 
other, it’s that they think the other group is actually a 
threat to the country”.

Encounter

“I don’t think the media  
is doing its job”

Hillary Clinton on why 
the US right is winning

By Harry Lambert
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If anyone understands that sentiment, it is Clinton, 
whom tens of millions of Americans have been 
engineered to hate over three decades of targeted 
character assassination by the US right. 

I had a question for her. On stage that evening she 
had argued that America needs politicians who project 
hope, as both her husband, Bill, and Barack Obama 
did to win power. “It’s hard enough making a living if 
you’re not encouraged to get up every day and try to 
find common ground with other people,” she said. 
Democracies need “leaders who endeavour to bring 
out the best in us, not the worst, who don't play to our 
fears, but help us address them”. 

But the press and politicians of the right – from Fox 
News to Donald Trump – have succeeded by 
leveraging those fears. Trump’s army of supporters are 
motivated to get up in the morning not because their 
world is hopeful, but because they have been told it is 
– like Ukraine – under attack. They wake to defend it. 
Isn’t the problem for democracies that fear, not hope, 
is the great motivator?

“It is,” Clinton conceded when I put this to her, “it’s 
a much easier motivator than hope.” But she also 
pushed back, “They’re not defending their homeland. 
They’re defending their partisanship, their 
membership in the cult of Trump. It has nothing to do, 
in many cases, with America. It is a very Balkanised 
view of what America is, to use David’s phrase, and it’s 
a narrow, unfortunately intolerant, and exclusive view 
of what America is.” Clinton may find it so, but that is 
what many in the US have been encouraged to think. 
“They’ve been persuaded of that. The demagogues 
have played their roles,” she told me.

How, then, can Democrats such as Clinton, or 
President Joe Biden, reach such voters now? “I don't 
think the media is doing its job to be honest. I think 
you've got a right-wing media machine led by Fox and 
others, and a very potent right-wing presence on social 
media, and the so-called mainstream media hasn’t yet 
caught up to the reality we live in. They are much too 
reluctant to stand up for the truth in the face of massive 
lying – to call a lie a lie – to be on record as saying that 
we are in a struggle between democracy and 
authoritarianism, and it can’t just be business as usual.”

But the roots of America’s divisions, as Clinton 
knows, run deeper than the missteps of the 
establishment press, which many on the American 
right have long stopped reading or watching. Millions 
of voters are now unreachable for the Democrats. And 
after the collapse in President Biden’s approval ratings 
over the past year, the party is set to lose both houses 
of Congress in November’s midterm elections.

Republicans have, since 2020, exploited widespread 
voter dislike of the far left of the Democrats, although 
Clinton thinks that “those voters have been misled. 
The right-wing media plays up the people on the far 
left as a way of dividing the Democratic Party.” The 
left’s power, she believes, is “way overstated”. She did 
not want to discuss the conflict on the left over how 
women’s rights have come to be defined.

At 74, Clinton is as sharp as ever; she has the 
extended youth of many of America’s politicians. She 

“In many 
states, laws 
are being 
rewritten to 
make it harder 
to vote if 
you’re not a 
Republican”

was also at ease inside the restaurant among many 
star-struck guests, or knew how to appear to be. But 
this may not be a time for ease. The Democrats are 
heading for defeat, and America may be heading into a 
great crisis. It is unclear how many of the Republicans 
due to take power in Congress next year will act to 
protect democracy in future. Few spoke out in January 
2021, when Trump’s supporters stormed the Capitol in 
a bid to overturn his defeat to Biden. I asked Clinton 
whether she fears a similar attempt to seize power in 
the 2024 election. “We're going to see a lot of the 
same,” she said. 

“It's not the first time in our history we’ve had these 
kinds of divides,” Clinton emphasised – four US 
presidents have been assassinated in office – but 
politics in America is, she thinks, “moving in a more 
threatening direction, in part because of what leaders 
[ie Trump] are doing”, fuelled by the distorting power 
of social media. “In many states,” Clinton had 
explained earlier that evening, “under tremendous 
pressure from Trump supporters and enablers, laws 
are being rewritten to make it harder to vote if you 
don’t vote Republican.” In 2020, Clinton suggested, 
Trump “didn't think he could lose because Republicans 
controlled several of the states that he knew he needed 
to win”. His defeat was a shock to him because “he 
counted on those states to deliver the electoral votes”. 
Now Republicans are trying to load the dice in states 
they control ahead of 2024. Clinton has founded a 
group funding legal challenges to these laws.

This is not how Clinton expected her life to turn 
out: defending the principles of the republic in the 
sunset of her career, as the woman who has come 
closest to being America’s president. “I never had some 
grand plan,” she told the audience that night. “I never 
thought I'd marry somebody from Arkansas and end 
up there and he’d become governor and then become 
president. That one day I’d hear someone saying in the 
student lounge [at Yale law school], ‘and not only that, 
we grow the biggest watermelons in the world’. And I 
will say, ‘Who is that?’ and my friend will say, ‘That’s 
Bill Clinton, he’s from Arkansas, and that’s all he ever 
talks about.’ I had no idea what awaited me.”

Clinton’s path to the top of American politics was 
always improbable. Her story was as remarkable as 
Obama’s, a fact she subdued to her disadvantage. On 
stage she explained how her mother had been 
abandoned by “her young and feckless parents”, and 
sent to live with her grandparents “who really did not 
want her”. She left home at 13, eventually meeting 
Clinton’s father, the first in his family to go to 
university, on a football scholarship. His grandfather 
had been a miner; his father worked in a lace mill. He 
became a small businessman. 

By the time she ran for president in 2008 and 2016, 
Clinton had the alienating sheen of inevitability: she 
was too powerful, too rich – the consummate 
corporate insider. But she had risen out of nothing. I 
have spent 15 years following her, and did not realise 
how unlikely her path to power had been until the 
night I met her. Hillary Clinton had a story to tell, but 
she never quite managed to tell it. 
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Politics
What the US Capitol riot hearings teach 
us about the slow decay of political norms

Aside from Ukraine, the biggest 
event for the democratic world 
right now is the US Capitol riot 
hearings, led by the House of 

Representatives, into what was a 
determined coup against American 
democracy by the former president, 
Donald Trump. 

We forget so quickly, but the rise and 
reign of Trump was a period when the 
whole Western democratic order was 
forced to look at itself in a cracked mirror. 
British historians may one day dwell on 
the oddity that we chose to distance 
ourselves from our near neighbours and 
lean more heavily on the US, at just the 
moment when that nation became 
radically unreliable. Its culture wars, its 
political divisions, its paranoia – these 
were the worst possible imports at the 
worst possible time.

Whether or not Trump now ends up 
facing criminal charges – which seems  
to be where the hearings are heading –  
the attempted insurrection in January  
2021 contains urgent messages for  
British politics.

It reminds us that the price of liberty is 
eternal vigilance – hearing the lies, calling 
out the lies, staying focused in a blizzard 
of distraction. The hearings have already 
shown that even the most tightly drawn 
and thought-through rules are vulnerable 
to rogue actors. Democratic culture, this 
process points out, is not bred in the 
bone. It is thin, forgettable. And as  
soon as democracies no longer accept 
fundamental stories about themselves, 
they are vulnerable to takeover.

For anyone with a shred of historical 
sense, and affection for that great nation, 

the spectacle of the US desperately trying 
to heal itself in public is a moving one. On 
prime-time television, with only Fox News 
periodically excusing itself, the US is being  
reminded every night of the moment its 
system nearly fell over – of the lies and  
the conspiracy, of blood pooling on the 
marble floors of the US Capitol building, 
the police officers battered by the mob,  
of the vomit and the screaming – and in 
politics, of those who buckled and those 
who stood straight. 

Congress has refused to “draw a line” 
or to “move on” from what took place on  
6 January. What has been happening in 
Washington DC is an anti-distraction act 
of public remembering. 

It has also been a bit of a heart-stopper. 
For the inquiry’s leaders, the fastidious, 
silver-bearded Mississippi Democratic 
congressman Bennie Thompson and  
the outspoken Wyoming Republican 
congresswoman Liz Cheney – an unlikely 
pairing – may fail. 

That is, their painstaking laying-out of 
the plot, which culminated in that bloody 
assault, could yet be thrust aside by the 
electoral mudslide of a further Trump 
victory in 2024. Nothing in this is yet 
certain. Nothing here is safe.

President Joe Biden is unpopular and 
sinking. According to recent CBS News 

polls, a narrow majority of Republican 
voters think that finding out what 
happened on 6 January is unimportant. 
Some 56 per cent of Republicans thought 
the insurrectionists were “defending 
freedom” and 47 per cent thought they 
were exhibiting “patriotism”. There is scant 
evidence of voter fraud in the 2020 election; 
even so, 60 per cent of Republican voters 
believe it was “widespread”.

None of this is to suggest that  
Trump will be able to make a successful 
comeback and run for president again. 
Some of the candidates he has endorsed 
in midterm primaries have done poorly, 
and Republicans seem to be getting fed up 
with his “stop the steal” whine. Two major 
US papers owned by Rupert Murdoch, the 
New York Post and the Wall Street Journal, 
have strongly criticised his obsession with 
a stolen election. 

But the US lacks an agreed  
narrative about what happened. The 
eminent conservative, but anti-Trump, 
commentator Robert Kagan has said in 
the Washington Post: “The United States  
is heading into its greatest political and 
constitutional crisis since the Civil War, 
with a reasonable chance over the next 
three to four years of incidents of mass 
violence, a breakdown of federal 
authority, and the division of the country 
into warring red and blue enclaves.” 

This matters to us but not because 
Boris Johnson is “Britain Trump”. I have 
never thought that. The Prime Minister  
is heedless, reckless, selfish, narcissistic 
and untrustworthy, but he is not a fascist.  
I don’t believe he harbours any dark  
desire to crush opposition, or to break 
democracy. On the day he finally leaves 
Downing Street he may very well be angry, 
but he won’t be summoning legions of 
far-right rioters to storm the House of 
Commons chamber. Nor will he sanction 
any discussion of hanging Jeremy Hunt.

Nor yet do I think, whatever the 
temperature on social media, that we will 
see Remainers and Brexiters fighting it out 
in housing estates and shopping centres. 
The crisis over the Northern Ireland 
protocol does contain, tragically, the 
potential for violence ahead. But across 
the rest of the UK, we remain far less 
divided than the US.

Owing to the great influence of 
American culture in the UK – from Netflix 
to food trends, and taking the knee to 
gender wars – we sometimes, complacently, 
think of ourselves as almost-Americans. It’s 
particularly true in politics. The West Wing 
was popular entertainment for British 
liberals – indeed, has any British political 
writer been as influential on our thinking 

Lazily demonising  
our neighbours 
allows rogues deep 
into the system
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about power and principle as the show’s 
creator, Aaron Sorkin? 

I consume US media ravenously.  
I feed on American political writers, from 
Joan Didion and Susan Sontag to the 
columnists of the New York Times. But  
the more I read, the more I realise how 
fundamentally unalike we are. 

All that said, today the read-across 
lessons from the Trump revolt are real. It’s 
about norms as much as personalities. It is  
about the danger of not calling out political 
lies until it is too late. It is about office 
holders – ministers, senior civil servants, 
government lawyers, police commissioners 
– taking their formal responsibilities with 
total seriousness. It is about the rest of us 
consciously trying to think outside tribal 
boundaries, and valuing being part of a 
wider political community.

In London we have a less encoded 
political system than in Washington DC.  
It is now too informal. Peter Hennessy’s 
“good chaps” theory of government has 
been shredded. From the government’s 
attempts to seize control over the 
Electoral Commission to the rewriting of 
the ministerial and parliamentary codes, 
we must fight for those slim and rickety 
barriers we do have. I am becoming a  
little alarmed that the constitution – the 
rules of the game – are so little discussed 
by the opposition. 

What, in short, the current drama  
in Washington DC reminds us of is the 
importance of looking after our own 
garden – of mending the fences, draining 
the sloughs. We all know these are wild 
times, under a wild leader. We all know 
that the economic situation is likely to 
deteriorate at least for the rest of this year. 
This will make politics rougher still.

When in need of a better government 
and national rebuilding, our first 
protections are the constitutional rules, 
civilities and accustomed public behaviour 
we have evolved. To accept a hierarchy  
of “what matters most”, with bread- 
and-butter issues trumping scrutiny of 
Westminster and Whitehall, is to accept – 
on our watch, in our times – a sloppier, less 
responsive democracy. We can’t do that. 

Trumpism reminds us that democracy 
is not an innate human characteristic, 
appearing naturally in some fortunate 
temperate landscapes. It is a learned 
network of behaviours and taught rules, 
which takes effort and concentration. 
Losing focus on all that, and lazily  
demonising neighbours, allows rogues 
deep into the system. Democracy, it turns 
out, can unravel. Those hearings in 
Washington DC are a lesson every one of 
us needs. 

Can-do
is extraordinary support 
in extraordinary times
As we all navigate through challenging 
times, you can trust our guidance to  
help you keep your plans on track and 

Build your wealth with confidence

Investment involves risk.
Discover more at candowealth.com
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“Of course you never actually own a country, 
you merely despoil it for the next generation”

Progressive priorities

If the blame for the perception of 
“visionless drift” does not, as Jeremy Cliffe 
(World View, 10 June) intimates, lie with  
the “empty vessel” residing in No 10, it  
has to be apportioned almost entirely to 
Keir Starmer’s Labour Party. Faced with  
a government devoid of any humanity or 
fairness, all Starmer offers is blandness, 
epitomised by the slogan “Security, 
prosperity and respect”. How ironic to find 
that the right-wingers who advised the 
dropping of Starmer’s commitment to ten 
pledges aimed at social and economic 
justice are now criticising him for a lack of 
substance in his policies!

So determined has Starmer been to 
distance himself from anything which can 
be judged by the right-wing press as 

Corbynite that he is guilty of cutting off 
Labour’s nose to spite its face. Unless there 
is a move to some of the popular fiscal and 
economic measures in the 2019 manifesto, 
voters will be unable to see any difference 

between the Labour Party and the Tories 
– and that can only lead to disaster in the 
next general election for Labour. 
Bernie Evans, Liverpool

Progressives need to do more than just 
“create the conditions” for change (Leader, 
10 June); they need to provide a route map 
and crucially, an order of priority. The 
constitutional reforms outlined are all 
needed, but the foundational change 
required is to significantly reduce levels  
of inequality – in income, wealth and 
opportunity. Failure to do so will mean  
the favourable conditions for “hucksters 
such as Boris Johnson” will endure.
Michael Haskell, Broughton, Flintshire

On Andrew Marr’s crumbling Tories 
(Cover Story, 10 June), their fate may be 
more predetermined than their attraction 
to a leader who is fast approaching the 
point where he fools all of the people 
none of the time.

A right-leaning electorate allows the 
Conservatives extensive periods of office 
but these are brought to a sharp end, 
generally by a combination of scandals 
that suggest that too many Tories regard 
that office as an entitlement, plus a fiscal 
dilemma that requires tax increases. Thus 
in 1945, 1964 and 1997 Labour took power 
needing to demonstrate economic 
competence and fiscal prudence, rather 
than expansionary reform.
Roger Truelove, Sittingbourne, Kent

A broad church

Nick Burns (Letter from New York, 3 June) is 
perhaps a trifle sweeping in his dismissal of 
a world religion with approximately  
1.3 billion members, namely Catholicism, as 
a “reactionary concept”, on a level with the 
“abandonment of ideals of social progress”. 
Burns might find it instructive to inform 
himself, for example, about the life of Óscar 
Romero, the former archbishop of San 
Salvador, assassinated for repeatedly 
speaking out against human rights 
violations by the Salvadoran government.  
Dr Clare Griffel, Bristol

The happy republican

Louise Perry (Out of the Ordinary, 10 June) 
equates “curmudgeonly republicanism” 
with a lack of patriotism. There is nothing 
patriotic about supporting a system that 
ascribes (and denies) status on the basis of 

Letter of the week
The turning tide

letters@newstatesman.co.uk

It’s heartening to read the rising sense of potential for seismic 
change expressed in the NS and in particular by Jeremy Cliffe 
(World View, 10 June) and Andrew Marr. There is also a feeling 
that the opposition parties have not yet devised an agenda to 
meet this hope, or that Keir Starmer is not sufficiently attractive  
to voters. The dominance of Westminster in an over-centralised 
state and the damage to communities after decades of relatively 

unconstrained globalisation are key causes of the desire to take back control – 
exploited spectacularly in Brexit and, in a different direction, by the SNP.

Starmer could neutralise critics by promising to: reduce the power of the office 
of PM; devolve much of the executive and fiscal powers of Westminster to the 
nations and regions; and retain for parliament, checked and balanced by a 
federal second chamber, the power to set a national economic and cultural 
climate, which would be managed and governed locally. It would be a rallying cry 
to create a more resilient and accountable state – one in which the opposition  
could park their tanks on the inspirational turf of “Take Back Control”.
Graham Johnston, Wymondham, Norfolk
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heredity. We should be proud of our 
creative, multicultural state. But our 
parliamentary democracy would be 
much improved if we dispensed with 
the anachronisms of a monarchy and 
an unreformed House of Lords. We don’t 
need a king or a president – we need to 
update our system. That would be patriotic 
and would ensure all UK citizens had 
their interests represented. That would 
be truly unifying.
Jim Young (a non-curmudgeonly republican), 
Halesworth, Suffolk

Un-mind your language

In an excellent critique of Andrew Scull’s 
Desperate Remedies: Psychiatry and the 
Mysteries of Mental Illness, Sophie McBain 
(The Critics, 10 June) sometimes slips into 
an old fashioned mind-body dualism. She 
writes “Almost everyone recognises that 
mental illness involves an interplay between 
biological, psychological and social 
factors…” The statement would work just as 
well if she had deleted the word “mental”.
Peter McGuffin, emeritus professor of 
psychiatric genetics, King’s College London

Mathematical “Gini us”

A welcome addition to your informative 
State of the Nation data hub (10 June) 
would be to see Gini coefficients on 
income inequality for each country. 
Michael Somerton, Hull, East Yorkshire

Lezard’s masterclass

Simply marvellous: Nicholas Lezard’s 
literary piece in his latest column (Down 
and Out, 10 June) should be on the reading 
list of all aspirant journalists as an example 
of what can be done with limited space. 
Rob Imeson, London SE18

An unsung hero

I wait in vain for the Subscriber of the Week 
to include Michael Prodger in their favourite 
NS writers list. Consistently informative 
and interesting – how does he do it?
Caroline Bundy, Hove, East Sussex

Send your letters to letters@newstatesman.co.uk
We reserve the right to edit letters

Brexit-war convert Liz Truss championing a battle with 
Brussels over the Northern Ireland protocol isn’t the first time this 
ex-Remainer has dramatically changed her mind. The former 
president of Oxford University Liberal Democrats, anti-monarchist 
and woke warrior’s conversion to Brexit zealotry will appeal to the 
Conservatives’ Eurosceptic wing when there’s a leadership contest. 
And my Tory snout whispers that Team Truss are quietly suggesting 
to the 1922 Committee’s executive members that they reduce to six 
months the year-long ban on a second no-confidence challenge to 
Boris Johnson. The Foreign Secretary, one of the front-runners to 
succeed him, is fighting on the home front as well as abroad.

“Waitrose Woman” has turned against the Tories. Dazed 
Damian Hinds was assailed by an angry East Hampshire constituent 
over Boris Johnson’s conduct while the security minister was at 
the checkout of Waitrose in Petersfield. The shopper thought the 
MP was off his trolley to back the lying lawbreaker. If sheepish Hinds 
switches to Tesco, it won’t be because of the cost-of-living crisis.

The word in Tory ranks is that an ambitious junior minister used a 
secret second phone to give whips photographic evidence of their 
support for Johnson in the confidence ballot. The 1922 Committee 
chair, Graham Brady, required Tory MPs to leave mobiles in a box 
before voting, to stop No 10 demanding loyalty pictures. The lackey 
minister was another who opposed Brexit before the referendum.

Downing Street wasn’t surprised that Volodymyr Zelensky said he 
was “very happy” that Johnson remained in office, as No 10 had told 
the Ukrainian president in advance that a politically beleaguered PM 
would appreciate some public applause. The praise-for-arms deal 
cost Zelensky nothing and fulfils Johnson’s desire for flattery.

With Keir Starmer branded boring, the Labour leader’s camp 
take comfort from the example of Tory wit William Hague – who 
as leader of the opposition was known for his gags at the despatch 
box. Hague proved conclusively that a sense of humour doesn’t 
guarantee votes after his hammering at the 2001 general election. 
One Labour wag, meanwhile, has suggested Starmer tell jokes 
about his own dullness to polish his image. 

Liverpool fan and former Tory leader Michael Howard was 
mugged outside the Stade de France in Paris after the chaotic 
Champions League final, I hear. Thugs jostling the 80-year-old 
peer stole his pocket diary and London bus pass. Madame la 
Guillotine might have been too good for them when Howard 
was a hard-line home secretary. He’s mellowed a little since, and 
now worries appointments may be missed without his diary.

Sneering minister Heather “godawful” Wheeler’s dismissal of 
Birmingham guarantees a warm welcome when England’s second 
city hosts this October’s Conservative conference. Wheeler 
bought an early cheap pass before the price doubled, ahead 
of opening her mouth and putting her foot in it. 

Kevin Maguire is associate editor (politics) of the Daily Mirror

Commons Confidential
By Kevin Maguire

Thugs outside 
the Stade de 
France jostled 
Michael 
Howard, 
and stole his 
pocket diary 
and London 
bus pass
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Until very recently, Boris Johnson 
liked to boast that Britain was “the 
fastest-growing economy in the 
G7”. This was never worth taking 

especially seriously. If you torture numbers 
enough they will tell you anything. In this case 
the method used was to focus on the limited 
time period after the first national lockdown 
in 2020. Britain’s economic growth fell further 
in the first wave of the pandemic than  
that of many international peers and so  
recovered quicker. Nowadays, not even our 
boosterish Prime Minister can find much to 
shout about. 

Britain’s economy is shrinking. In April, 
GDP fell by 0.3 per cent, following a 0.1 per 
cent contraction in March. For the first time 
since the national lockdown of January 2021, 
all three of the UK’s main sectors – services,  
industrial production and construction – 
registered falls in the latest data. The con-
sensus view of economists is that 2022 will 
be a tough year for the British economy but 
that it should just about avoid a recession. 
Sadly, the track record of economists in  
spotting British downturns is terrible. In both 
the 2008 crash and the early-1990s recession, 
forecasters failed to predict the falls in  
output, only spotting the downward trends 
months after they started. Measures of  
consumer confidence have proved a more 
reliable guide to the outlook over the last few 
decades. The longest-running survey, from 
the public research firm GfK, in May record-
ed the lowest reading since the series began 
in the mid-1970s. 

Whether the UK falls into an outright re-
cession or not, 2022 is likely to see the biggest 
drop in living standards on record and a 
tough trading environment for firms. But 
beyond the immediate outlook, even the big-
ger picture is failing to provide much cause 
for cheer. The OECD expects Britain’s econ-
omy to perform worse next year (with zero 
per cent GDP growth) than that of any other 
developed country except for sanctions-hit 
Russia. In its view, high inflation will con-
tinue to squeeze household incomes while 
the government raises taxes and the Bank of 
England hikes interest rates. The result is a 
dismal economic climate. Domestic spending 
is weighed down by falling real incomes, the 
export environment is tough and business 
investment is drying up as firms are ever more 
cautious about the outlook. 

The lingering impact of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, disrupted global supply chains and 
the commodity price shock emanating from 
the war in Ukraine are causing problems for 
economies around the world. Global factors 
are the primary determinants of the high 
inflation that is driving the cost-of-living  
crisis. But the UK is being hit harder than 
many of its peers. 

The new sick man 
of Europe

The UK is predicted to fall behind its 
peers in 2023 with the worst economic 
growth of any major country except 
Russia. What has gone wrong?

By Duncan Weldon

Cover Story
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ability to get more output from any given 
level of inputs and it is growing slowly, then 
more inputs are required. To put it in straight-
forward terms, poor productivity growth 
means that even a relatively weak economy 
can generate a lot of jobs.

That is the story of Britain’s 2010s. 
Economic growth, by any objective 
measure, was low in both absolute 
and relative terms. And yet, despite 

weak economic growth, unemployment con-
tinued to fall and employment to rise. Unem-
ployment declined from almost 8.5 per cent 
in 2011 to just 3.9 per cent on the eve of the 
pandemic in 2020. Cameron’s government 
used to boast of its “jobs miracle” as jobless-
ness fell far faster than most analysts ex-
pected. This fast jobs growth was the flipside 
of weaker-than-expected productivity. In the 
short term, as long as there were idle eco-
nomic resources that could be put to use, 
poor productivity growth was almost a nice 
problem to have, or at least a politically con-
venient one. But as time moved on, the silver 
lining became smaller and the cloud more 
apparent. By the end of the 2010s, Britain was 
running out of spare economic resources to 
put to work in driving growth.

The productivity and growth problem of 
the 2010s has been compounded by Brexit. 
Indeed, for half of the first lost decade, po-
litical attention was more focused on the 
fallout from the Leave vote than the underly-
ing growth problem. If the financial crash left 

Britain’s crashed. Output per hour worked in 
the UK economy grew at 1.9 per cent a year 
between 1997 and 2007 but only 0.7 per cent 
between 2009 and 2019. It is that slower pro-
ductivity that has led the economy as a whole 
to fall further behind the US and Germany 
over the last 15 years.

The causes of this sharp slowdown in 
productivity growth are not straightforward; 
they are many and varied. Nor are they uni-
versally agreed upon: for much of the decade 
economists spoke of a “productivity puzzle”. 
Weak business investment, a damaged bank-
ing system after 2008, poor-quality manage-
ment, skills gaps and a host of idiosyncratic 
problems in different sectors all contributed. 
Weak economic demand, as David Cameron’s 
government pressed ahead with austerity 
and prioritised deficit reduction over eco-
nomic growth, played a role. Whatever the 
ultimate causes, there is little doubt the fi-
nancial crisis acted as a catalyst. Britain’s old 
growth model was damaged, perhaps fa-
tally, by the events of 2007-09. 

The real danger with anaemic productiv-
ity growth is that it is not an indicator that 
grabs attention. High inflation and rising 
unemployment are the sort of economic 
problems that bother voters and hence poli-
ticians. A slow-burning crisis of weak produc-
tivity growth is much tougher to mobilise a 
political coalition around. 

Indeed, weak productivity growth is an 
economic cloud, but one that comes with a 
short-term silver lining. If productivity is the 

As the 2020s progress, Britain increas-
ingly appears an outlier. Inflation is 
forecast to be higher in the UK than 
in much of Europe, and growth 

weaker. It has been a long time since Britain 
was last dubbed “the sick man of Europe” (a 
label first applied by Russia’s Tsar Nicholas I  
to the Ottoman empire in 1853). In the 1970s 
the UK was western Europe’s laggard. It was 
a country beset by toxic industrial relations, 
stubbornly high inflation and a volatile busi-
ness cycle that veered between periods of 
overheating and contraction. “Britain is a 
tragedy,” observed the then US secretary of 
state, Henry Kissinger, in 1975. “It has sunk to 
begging, borrowing and stealing until North 
Sea oil comes in.”

The reason the sick man label is recurring 
is that the UK’s troubled start to the 2020s 
followed a poor previous decade. Real wag-
es, adjusted to take account of inflation, are 
expected to be no higher in 2025 than they 
were in 2008. Workers are facing almost two 
lost decades of growth. 

In the decade before the 2007-09 financial 
crisis, the British economy grew at an average 
annual rate of 2.7 per cent. In the following 
decade – before the pandemic – it grew by just 
1.7 per cent. The financial crisis was a jarring 
experience for many countries. Few emerged 
unscathed. But almost no major country suf-
fered as great a blow as the UK. Before 2007, 
Britain enjoyed the second fastest growth rate 
among the G7 group of countries, behind 
only the US. Since then, it has recorded the 
second lowest, ahead of only Italy. 

Italy is the cautionary tale for students of 
economic decline. As recently as the early 
1990s it was as rich as Germany when meas-
ured by GDP, or national income, per head. 
A decade later in the early 2000s, it had fallen 
behind Germany but was still ahead of Brit-
ain. Nowadays Italy’s income per head is 
closer to that of Spain. The fear is that Britain 
is embarking on a similar path. Not a sudden 
economic shock that grabs the attention of 
the public and politicians but a slow process 
that plays out over years and decades; rela-
tive economic decline with a whimper rather 
than a bang.

Most economists would agree that the 
long-term driver of economic growth and 
higher living standards is productivity 
growth, the ability to get more output from 
any given level of inputs. While global pro-
ductivity growth slowed sharply after 2008, 

Source: IMF

UK economic growth has been slower than that of other European economies
GDP per capita (US$) growth, 2015-22
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Britain’s growth model in crisis, Brexit may 
have killed it. 

Membership of the European Economic 
Community, and then the European Union, 
was a core component of the British eco-
nomic model that developed over the 1980s 
and 1990s. Access to a larger market helped 
exporters to grow, and even domestic firms 
were subject to greater competitive pressure 
as imports from Europe flowed easily into 
Britain. Firms could harness wider supply 
chains and hire across the continent. Lon-
don, whose population had declined from 
8.2 million in 1951 to 6.8 million in 1981, became 
Europe’s financial powerhouse. All of this 
was a factor in the UK’s relatively fast growth 
during the 1990s. 

But EU membership meant more to Brit-
ain’s growth model than simply increased 
dynamism and productivity growth. Member-
ship of the EU’s customs union and single 
market served as an anchor for the policy-
making elite across the major political parties 
and the civil service. It deterred some of the 
economic interventions previously favoured 
by the left (through strict rules on state aid 
and procurement) and much of the deregula-
tory agenda of the right (through social and 
environmental legislation).

Dismantling a major pillar of Britain’s 
growth model was always going to cause 
problems. The standard workhorse model 
of international trade, the so-called gravity 
model, predicts that trade volumes will usu-
ally be determined by the size of the econo-

mies involved and their physical distance 
from each other. Countries tend to trade with 
their neighbours. Defying gravity, by making 
trade with Britain’s largest and closest peers 
more difficult, was always going to create an 
economic gap that had to be filled.

Many Brexiteers thought they had an an-
swer. Freed from the shackles of EU member-
ship, “Global Britain” would be a buccaneer-
ing, free-trading nation. Yes, trade with the 
EU would be harder, but Britain would sign 
up to free-trade agreements with faster-
growing emerging economies. There would 
be deregulation too, as European rules were 
scaled back, unleashing the dynamism of 
British firms. There was even talk of  
“Singapore-on-Thames”.

Six years on from the Brexit vote, that 
agenda has foundered. Rather than Brexit 
generating a new economic model, the gov-
ernment has been left scrabbling to find 
“Brexit dividends” to show that the econom-
ic pain has been worth it. Daniel Hannan, one 

Bare necessities: a Surrey shopper encounters sparse supermarket shelves, January 1979

of the godfathers of Brexit, recently conceded 
it might have been better if Britain had stayed 
in the European single market for longer. 

The plan failed on two grounds, one 
economic and one in the realms of 
political economy. In straightforward 
economic terms, the plan to revive 

British capitalism with a dose of Thatcherite 
deregulation failed to engage with how “Brit-
ish” contemporary British capitalism actually 
is. The muscle memory of the 1980s might be 
strong in the Conservative Party, but British 
business has changed. It is more globalised, 
more integrated into international supply 
chains and much less nationally focused. To 
the chagrin of Brexiteer ministers, many larg-
er British firms – from car-making to finance 
– are not especially keen on diverging from 
European standards. They would rather cling 
on to whatever market access they can retain 
than enjoy the fruits of deregulation. 

Then there is the politics. If Brexit was, as 
many of its advocates proclaim, a revolt of 
“left-behind” areas against an out-of-touch 
policy elite, then it is difficult to believe that 
what they were calling for was more deregu-
lation and exposure to competition with 
emerging economies.

With neither the voting public nor the 
business elite keen on the wholesale regula-
tory change that “Global Britain” promised, 
the country finds itself stuck. It has incurred 
the upfront costs of Brexit in terms of post-
poned and cancelled business investment, a 
fall in the value of the pound, and new trade 
barriers with the EU, but it is unable to even 
attempt to take advantage of the supposed 
economic benefits. 

The old British growth model was dam-
aged by the financial crisis and then wrecked 
by Brexit. The result is an economy stumbling 
forward from crisis to crisis, and economic 
shock to economic shock, with the govern-
ment lacking any coherent idea of how to 
respond. The pandemic and the inflationary 
surge following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 
are simply the latest episodes. The productiv-
ity crisis of the 2010s was allowed to fester. 
Whatever the short-term upsides, it was al-
ways going to be a problem in the long run. 
The long run is now our present, and, despite 
John Maynard Keynes’s famous dictum, we 
are not dead. But Britain is sick. And we have 
to live with the consequences: a persistent 
and slow period of relative economic decline. 
Without a new growth model, the UK’s future 
looks distinctly Italian – but without the 
pleasant weather.  

Duncan Weldon is the author of “Two 
Hundred Years of Muddling Through” 
(Abacus) and writes the “Value Added” 
Substack newsletter

If the crash of  
2008 left Britain’s  
growth model in 
crisis, Brexit may 
have killed it

2022+25 018 Duncan Weldon.indd   212022+25 018 Duncan Weldon.indd   21 14/06/2022   20:18:4014/06/2022   20:18:40



22 The New Statesman  |  17-23 June 2022

On a bright, blustery afternoon in 
East Devon, the Liberal Demo-
crat leader Ed Davey is ankle-
deep in the Riv er Axe. Davey and 

his party’s candidate for the Tiverton and 
Honiton by-election on 23 June, Richard 
Foord, are here to test phosphate levels in 
the water. The sight of a party leader frown-
ing at a test tube in a field is classic local 
political theatre, but it’s an astute piece of 
campaigning as well. Sewage is a major issue 
in Devon: South West Water’s customers face 
the highest bills in England, while the  
company’s owner, Pennon Group, spends 
less on capital investment than any of Brit-
ain’s other privatised water monopolies. 
Water quality is significant to two of the 
area’s biggest industries (tourism and agri-
culture) but South West Water’s “consist-
ently unacceptable” record, as it has been 
described by the Environment Agency,  

A serpent is loose in the 
garden of Deep England

Our business editor returns to his home 
county to discover the mood among local 
farmers is restive ahead of the by-election. 
But are Devon’s Conservative voters ready 
to abandon old loyalties? 

Letter from Tiverton

By Will Dunn
includes 42,000 releases of raw sewage into 
rivers in a single year.  

It’s the effluent seeping from Westminster 
that the Lib Dems are really testing, how-
ever. The by-election was called after the 
Conservative MP for Tiverton and Honiton, 
Neil Parish, a local farmer, admitted to view-
ing pornography twice in the House of Com-
mons chamber and resigned in shame (he 
claimed to have been searching for images 
of tractors). With the Wakefield by-election, 
which will be held on the same day, it will be 
the first major test of Conservative voters’ 
loyalty since the Prime Minister was fined 
for breaching lockdown rules.  

At a national level, there are few places 
more loyal to the Tories in England: Tiverton 
and Honiton (and the two constituencies 
that were combined to create the present 
one) have returned a Conservative MP at 
every election since the Second World War. 

Parish’s majority at the 2019 general election 
was 24,239. In the 2021 local elections, how-
ever, more than half of the wards went to 
independents or the Lib Dems. Twice last 
year – in Chesham and Amersham in June, 
and then in North Shropshire in December 
– the Lib Dems overturned five-figure  
Conservative majorities. If they win here as 
well, and Labour recaptures the Red Wall 
seat of Wakefield, it will challenge the nar-
rative that Boris Johnson is a serial winner 
and an electoral asset for the Conservatives.  

The last time Davey spoke to Keir Starmer 
was during the Queen’s Platinum Jubilee cel-
ebrations, when the two were sat together at 
a church service. Davey told me that there is 
“no coordination, there’s no deal” between 
their parties on the two by-elections. It is also 
true, however, that while almost all of  
Labour’s front bench have visited Wakefield 
in the past six weeks, they have yet to appear 
here. Davey is making multiple trips to Tiver-
ton and Honiton, but currently has no plans 
to canvass in Wakefield.

 “We’ll take on Labour where we think we 
can win,” Davey told me, explaining that for 
“rational parties” with limited resources, 
non-competition is not something that re-
quires a pact (or at least, not yet). The maths, 
he said, makes formal cooperation unneces-
sary: the Lib Dems’ 40 target seats are near-
ly all held by Conservatives, and in every one 
of the seats they hold outside Scotland, the 
Tories are in second place.

Davey has served in a coalition before. As 
a cabinet minister under David Cameron, he 
was part of the government that imposed a 
decade of austerity upon Britain, and it was 
in rural areas such as East Devon that the cuts 
to public services were most damaging. Now, 
he says his job is “to win as many Liberal 
Democrat MPs as I possibly can, and to defeat 
as many Conservative MPs as I possibly can”.

I grew up in a Devon town very like Tiver-
ton. My dad was a local GP in Newton 
Abbot and my mum taught in one of the 
local schools. It was a great place to be a 

child but I left, as did most of my friends, at 
the age of 18. Beyond the cities of Exeter and 
Plymouth, there are too few jobs and too few 
buses, and yet the cost of living remains high, 
and in the West Country housing market 
young people have no chance against retir-
ees and second-home owners who have 
made their money in wealthier counties.

Devonians have a well-earned reputation 
for being friendly, but they can also be very 
private. People tend to live far apart, and 
almost everyone drives (as a teenager, I had 
friends in moorland villages that were served 
by a single daily bus). That so many jobs 
rely on people from elsewhere – retirees and 
holidaymakers – builds iron braces of  
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manners and discretion around many inter-
actions. It’s a place in which a great deal can 
remain unsaid, especially political views. You 
can walk into a genteel shop and buy a  
Victorian cow creamer without ever noticing 
the muskets on the walls.  

In Axminster, Honiton and villages across 
the constituency, some people are happy 
to wear their politics on their sleeves: Lib 
Dem placards adorn the windows of 

houses and shops, but Davey says the Tories, 
too, are “pouring resources into this con-
stituency in a way we didn’t see in North 
Shropshire or Chesham and Amersham. It’s 
become quite a fight.” 

The Tories are apparently not beyond 
striking a low blow: on a constituent’s kitchen  
table, I pick up a bright yellow leaflet that asks, 
in distinctive Lib Dem typeface, “Thinking of 
Voting Liberal Democrat?” and lists a few 

claimed Lib Dem policies: rejoining the EU, 
weakening the UK’s borders and shorter sen-
tences for “child murderers and sex offend-
ers”. The small print identifies the leaflet as 
having been printed on behalf of the Tory 
candidate, Helen Hurford, who appears to be 
being kept somewhat under wraps.  

Meanwhile, the Tory big guns are being 
deployed. I saw Rishi Sunak being whisked 
from the train into a waiting Range Rover, 
off to visit a vaccine manufacturer in north 
Devon; and as Davey tested the water in 
Axminster, Johnson was at a nearby farm. 
The visit was confirmed late and no media 
was invited, but a source tells me that it was 
only after pressure from the National Farm-
ers’ Union that Minette Batters, the union’s 
president, was allowed to meet Johnson. 
There was little time for questions, and Hur-
ford, who is not known to local farmers, 
reportedly said little.  

The agricultural sector is a major  
employer in the area and fundamental to 
Devon’s identity. Parish, who was chair of 
the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
Select Committee, is liked by farmers, main-
ly because he helped to hold the government 
to account on their behalf. Justin Bartley, 
who has a beef herd and cider orchards, says 
a “perfect storm” of rising costs, from ferti-
liser to labour, has arrived just as EU subsi-
dies are being phased out. (Tiverton and 
Honiton voted 57.8 per cent for Leave,  
although support for Brexit was lower 
among farmers at 53 per cent, according to 
polls by Farmers Weekly.) 

The Basic Payment Scheme that has sup-
ported farmers since 2015 will be largely gone 
by the next election, probably in 2024, to be 
replaced by the post-Brexit Environmental 
Land Management Scheme, which focuses 
more on environmental stewardship than 

Yellow bloom: Ed Davey and Richard Foord, the Lib Dem candidate for Tiverton and Honiton, pause on a walk to test the levels of  
phosphate in the River Axe, Axminster, 10 June
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think it’s the only way they can get rid of John-
son,” she said, adding that she’d been “inun-
dated with literature from the Lib Dems”. 

Foord’s press team maintains a bustling 
presence on the ground, but outside 
The Weary Traveller pub in Cullomp-
ton the Labour candidate, Liz Pole, 

calls a press officer in London when she 
needs advice. Beyond the beer garden, lor-
ries rumble past. Almost all are passing 
through, taking the shortest route between 
Exeter and the M5. A new relief road has been 
promised, but to pay for it the council will 
need “section 106” funding from the Housing 
Infrastructure Fund. If the people of 
Cullompton (population 8,500) want to re-
duce the number of HGVs, they will have to 
accept another 2,000 houses being built.  

It’s on issues such as local planning that 
Pole, a local businesswoman and school gov-
ernor, has focused her campaign. She resents 
that this by-election has become yet another 
plebiscite on who should run the Conserva-
tive Party and thus lead the country. For Pole, 
this could be a chance for voters in Devon to 
address the issues that lead most of its young 
people, as I did, to leave: the lack of public 
transport, affordable housing and well-paid 
jobs. But even Ben Bradshaw, the Labour MP 
for Exeter, has suggested that by-elections 
provide an opportunity to show “a joint pur-
pose of wanting to send the Prime Minister 
a message”.  

“It’s nice for Ed Davey to be here, testing 
the water in the River Axe,” says Pole, “but 
where was he last month? He wouldn’t have 
been here testing our water if Neil Parish 
hadn’t been fiddling with his phone. I feel 
like it’s a bit of a flash in the pan, and when 
the circus has left town, it’ll be people like 
me who are continuing to fight on the issues.” 

By-elections offer voters a chance to pro-
test against the government – something 
many of us enjoy doing – and the people of 
Tiverton and Honiton can show the Con-
servatives that Johnson has outlived his 
electoral usefulness. But there’s also a 
chance that the Lib Dems are playing into 
Johnson’s hands. A Tory victory in the pre-
sent circumstances could be spun as a kind 
of personal vindication. 

More fundamentally, by making this by-
election all about Johnson and his leader-
ship, Davey’s party could be helping to rein-
force a situation in which British politics is 
a never-ending test of the Prime Minister’s 
personal brand. When every vote is an act 
of applause or revenge, good policy and 
competent government become irrelevant, 
and populism always wins. 

Will Dunn is business editor of the  
New Statesman

Tiverton and Honiton has a median age of 
just under 50, and more than one-third of 
Honiton’s population is over 60. For these 
voters, the availability of NHS services is of 
immediate importance.  

On the high street in Honiton, by 
far the biggest concern among 
those I spoke to was the economy 
and the cost of living. People ap-

pear to want distinctive economic ideas; the 
Lib Dems’ proposed VAT cut may not be 
enough. As for partygate, a sweetly smiling 
churchwarden in an ice cream shop de-
scribed the scandal as a “load of absolute 
crap”. Lib Dem and Labour canvassers told 
me trust in the Prime Minister was consist-
ently an issue on the doorstep, but an 
80-year-old bowls enthusiast told me she 
had used her postal vote “for Boris Johnson” 
(she couldn’t name the Conservative candi-
date) because she thought he had done a 
good job of delivering Brexit and steering 
the country through the pandemic. A butch-
er said he will vote for the Conservative can-
didate, although he too did not know her 
name. Are the Lib Dems assuming too much? 
It may be that “taken for granted” Tories will 
vote “to send a message” of protest or anger 
to their party, as Richard Foord puts it. But  
some disaffected voters might move further 
to the right, towards Reform UK (formerly 
the Brexit Party) or even the remodelled 
Ukip. Or, as happened in 1997, Conservative 
apathy could become a decisive factor. 

One clear assumption is that the Lib Dems 
are in what Davey calls “a two-horse race” and 
that Labour is too focused on Wakefield to 
be active here. However, the Lib Dems have 
not done better than third place in the con-
stituency since 2010, and in the past three 
general elections the biggest dent in Parish’s 
majority was made by the Corbyn supporter 
Caroline Kolek. The one Labour supporter I 
met in Honiton said many of her friends were 
lending their votes to the Lib Dems. “They 

food production. New subsidies such as 
Countryside Stewardship grants and the 
Sustainable Farming Incentive are demand-
ing and complicated, according to Bartley. 
“You’ve got to be perfect environmental stew-
ards of your land… the absolute idyllic version 
of farming.” Farmers are required to record 
the exact number of livestock in every field. 
“There’s a lot more paperwork, and the pay-
ment rates are inadequate,” he said.  

At the same time, the UK is signing trade 
deals that could allow for an influx of cheap-
er, lower-welfare imports. Bartley said there 
is widespread “mistrust” of these policies, 
which appear rushed and based more on 
making Brexit appear a success. “There’s a 
lack of a plan, there’s a lack of clarity.”  

Among the more effective interventions 
made by the Lib Dems in the campaign was 
the revelation that Mid Devon has the long-
est waiting time for category one (the most 
serious) ambulance calls in the country. 

Schubert’s Unfurnished Symphony
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France, Germany and 
Italy have indicated a 
clear preference for a 
negotiated solution

JEREMY
CLIFFE

World View
War in Ukraine should have strengthened 
Europe’s common voice. Why hasn’t it? 

Extraordinarily peaceful by 
international comparison, and 
sheltered by the American defence 
umbrella, Europe long deemed its 

ability to defend itself a low priority. After 
the Cold War, the continent felt safe and 
rich enough not to worry about its lights 
going off, tanks rolling across its plains or 
guns firing in its streets. That complacency 
now looks increasingly dangerous. Donald 
Trump’s presidency put US reliability (and 
with it, Nato) in doubt. The realities of a 
more turbulent world of big-power conflict, 
pandemics, climate crisis and political 
unrest have undermined old certainties.  
All that has formed an argument for what 
Emmanuel Macron calls “European 
sovereignty”, or the collective ability of 
democratic European states to defend their 
shared interests and decide their own fates. 

It had been clear well in advance that 
2022 and 2023 would be important years for 
the European sovereignty agenda. A new, 
post-Merkel German government under 
Olaf Scholz has taken office. Macron has 
won re-election. And the EU’s often 
problematic third economy, Italy, has a 
popular and respected prime minister in 
Mario Draghi. Ursula von der Leyen’s 
European Commission is in office until 2024 
and backs a “geopolitical” Europe. As this 
year began, the scene was set for the 
biggest overhaul of the EU since at least the 
Lisbon Treaty of 2009 and perhaps the 
Delors transformation of the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. 

Then came Vladimir Putin’s invasion  
of Ukraine, which looked like a catalyst for 
Europe to find a common voice in the 
world. “Europe will be forged in crises,” 
said Jean Monnet, a founding father of the 

EU, “and will be the sum of the solutions 
adopted for those crises.” Here was a crisis 
that seemed precision-engineered to make 
the case for a sovereign Europe. 

Yet things have not worked out 
accordingly. The US has dominated the 
Western military support for Ukraine. Nato 
has roared back. But the EU has not looked 
like a key player in what should have been 
the hour of European sovereignty.

This is not the fault of the union’s 
institutions. The European Commission 
has pulled every lever it can to support 
Ukraine (Von der Leyen was warmly greeted 
by Volodymyr Zelensky in Kyiv on 11 June – 
her second visit there since the war began). 
The European Parliament has applied 
pressure on governments to do more to 
support Kyiv. Many EU states have risen to 
the moment: Poland, the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, the Baltics, the Nordics and Spain 
are committed to a Ukrainian victory and 
have strained to give it the tools it needs to 
win. The biggest European power in that 
camp is no longer an EU member: the UK. 

Yet the heartlands of the ideal of a 
sovereign Europe have languished behind.  
France, Germany and Italy have indicated 
a clear preference for a negotiated 
solution rather than the potentially long 
and painful work of driving Russia back 
to the status quo before 24 February. 

These states have given Kyiv weapons, but 
with the goal of creating the circumstances 
for talks. Scholz declines to say “Ukraine 
must win” in public (preferring the 
ominously vague “Ukraine must persist”), 
while Macron has expressed concern 
about Russia being “humiliated”. France, 
Germany and Italy are leading the 
opposition to granting Ukraine formal EU 
accession status. Scholz, Macron and 
Draghi were due to visit Kyiv on 16 June, 
long after several of their central and 
eastern EU counterparts. Were they going 
there to pledge support, or to pressure 
Zelensky to make concessions to Putin?

It all amounts to a paradox. Why are  
the countries and leaders keenest on a 
sovereign Europe the same ones 
obstructing a proactive European response 
to Putin’s attack? It is tempting to blame 
commercial interests, but even Germany is 
decoupling from its energy trade with 
Russia. A more convincing explanation is 
that the “European sovereignty” imagined 
in Paris, Berlin and Rome always meant a 
two-tier EU, with western capitals taking 
the big decisions and capitals to their east 
following that lead.

European sovereignty is a welcome 
agenda. The democratic states that 
dominate the continent should take more 
responsibility for their own security. Their 
reliance on the US will not last. The 
Republican Party is turning against the 
Western alliance – and against liberal 
democracy itself. And even Democrats are 
tiring of underwriting European security 
(the Atlanticist viewpoint behind the US 
commitment to Ukraine comes from  
Joe Biden, the last Cold War-vintage 
president, and is unrepresentative of the 
Pacific America of the mid-21st century).

Paris, Berlin and Rome are right to push 
for a powerful Europe. But for that agenda 
to survive they need to change mindset: to 
go from the EU’s old western hubs dictating 
terms to newer members, to a genuine 
partnership that recognises how eastern 
and southern states will be the front line of 
any sovereign Europe and which grants 
them at least equally loud voices on foreign 
and security policy. States such as Poland 
are already sceptical about French visions 
for the continent, preferring Nato and the 
transatlantic alliance. The best way to build 
an EU ready for a Pacific America is to win 
over those eastern states for European 
sovereignty by listening to them and 
embracing their instincts on Ukraine. A first 
step would be to add Poland’s President 
Duda to the Macron-Scholz-Draghi visit. A 
more crucial step would be for Old Europe 
to join central and eastern Europeans in 
saying loud and clear: Ukraine must win. 
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Personal Story In October of last year, shortly after  
correcting the proofs of my new book, The 
Last Days of Roger Federer, I decided to fol-
low in the great man’s footsteps and have 

surgery. Strictly speaking, I was following in 
the footsteps of Novak Djokovic and  
Stefanos Tsitsipas, in that I would be having 
surgery on my elbow (left) rather than a knee, 
but that’s just an anatomical detail. 

I’d been suffering from gradually worsen-
ing tennis elbow from the autumn of 2020. 
On Christmas Eve my primary-care physician 
(the American version of a GP) administered 
a steroid injection which cured it, almost 
instantly. For about six weeks. Then, like 
Covid, it came surging back, even more  
instantly, mid-game. Early on in life my  
parents had taught me that a bad workman 
always blames his tools, so my first impulse 
was to blame my racket. I’d hurried out of the 
house and cycled to the courts in Santa 
Monica only to discover, when I got there, 
that I’d brought my old racket, the one I used 
before devoting many hours to searching the 
internet and speaking to the knowledgeable 
staff at Tennis Warehouse in an attempt to 
find whichever rackets and strings were 
easiest on elbow and shoulder (I’d also had 
shoulder problems). That old racket was  
notoriously tough on both. 

“You shouldn’t even be looking at that 
racket if you don’t want to strain your eye-
balls,” a shop assistant had explained, be-
fore directing me towards more forgiving 
options. But here I was, not just looking at 
it but, like a lapsing addict, once again wield-
ing this suicidally lethal weapon. It’s more 
likely that it wasn’t the racket; steroid injec-
tions tend to wear off after six weeks, espe-
cially when the problem is exacerbated by 
poor technique, which typically means tak-
ing the ball late. Good players take the ball 
early, on the rise. As I’ve got older I’ve taken 
the ball later and later, partly because I need 
more time to see it (the sales assistant was 
right to bring the eyes into play), on what-
ever is the opposite of the rise, subjecting 
the elbow to more and more strain, thereby 
accelerating the dip, the decline and fall of 
which this trajectory is both technical  
expression and metaphor. 

After this relapse I saw a physical therapist 
who’d fixed my elbow years earlier (by unex-
pectedly jiggling some bones in my wrist), 
this time without success. My wife and I came 
to England for a long summer, where I saw 
another physio who worked a side-hustle in 
acupuncture. My elbow got a bit better but 
not well enough to play tennis. Then – and 
this is very common, particularly among the 
middle-aged – I began two-timing this phys-
ical therapist, seeing a younger woman who 
offered similar but slightly more vigorous 
exercises. At first this was rejuvenating, but 

How to grow  
old in America 
The pain of injury 
helped me see 
myself as I am

By Geoff Dyer
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Geoff Dyer: “good players take the ball early, on the rise. As I’ve got older I’ve taken the ball later, on whatever the opposite is of the rise”
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Personal Story
to offset side-effects and more pills to offset 
the side-effects of the other pills, all of which 
meant, according to a tennis friend who’d 
had painful knee surgery (not Roger), that 
the crap he’d finally had, after the ensuing 
constipation, was so monstrous that he’d 
had to shell out another 500 bucks to get an 
emergency plumber to unblock the over-
whelmed toilet. 

Having got that off my chest we drove 
home in the sun-dazzled traffic and I took 
up residence on the sofa. We ate dinner and 
watched TV; I brushed and flossed my teeth 
and we went to bed. Sleeping was awkward 
– I didn’t want to roll on to my arm – but there 
was no pain. 

The next morning I woke in agony. I 
couldn’t bend my arm more than a 
few degrees. I was glad we had the 
strong painkillers. It was a strange, 

normal and rather strange weekend. We 
drove up to a little country-music festival 
near Santa Barbara but left before Ryan 
Bingham (the person we had wanted to see) 
came on, and drove back home. The post-
anaesthetic clarity had a quality of befud-
dlement about it, as if past and present might 
easily be reversed. On Sunday night my wife 
flossed my teeth. There is a reason for all the 
narrative attention being paid to teeth floss-
ing (an activity so rarely seen in films it is 
practically taboo), and there is a reason I 
was in the state I was.

Unprepared for the trauma of surgery, I 
had gone from someone with a gammy elbow 
to a frail invalid, an old person, incapable of 
washing his right armpit or using a knife and 
fork. I was in a tizz of constant terror about 
accidentally bashing my elbow, especially 
after we took off the big protective padding. 
A few days later we also removed the masses 
of cotton wool to reveal the dressing strip. 
My wife, who is not squeamish, recoiled 
somewhat at what was revealed. 

After two weeks I went to see the surgeon, 
who said that everything looked great. But 
it felt odd, I said. A tugging sensation. Could 
it be, I asked, that the recklessly compulsive 
act of flossing my teeth that first night, when 
an abundance of local anaesthetic and anti-
inflammatories meant I was able to move my 
arm in a way that had by the next morning 
become completely impossible – could it be 
that I had torn the tendon from the pin on 
the day it had been attached? Or the pin from 
the bone, even? That was impossible, he said. 
Everything would ease with physical therapy, 
which began the following week. 

The speed with which all procedures and 
appointments had been made was extreme-
ly impressive. As was the speed with which 
my arm, always skinny but not without a kind 
of sinewy strength, had atrophied. 

of efficient and happy people keep telling 
you you’re doing great. You make a mental 
note to be more encouraging to your stu-
dents, not to keep writing pedantic stuff like 
“Grammar!”, “This is not a sentence”, or an-
grily crossing out “relatable” every time one 
of them uses it in an essay. Sedatives have 
been administered but you feel more calmly 
alert, more consciously conscious, than at 
any moment in your life. As for the anaes-
thetic… You breathe through the mask – 
you’re doing great – and the next thing you 
know you’re coming round, back where you 
started in the business-class departure 
lounge which has turned, in the blink of an 
eye, into an arrival lounge.

The rich and youthful surgeon came by. I 
listened closely to his instructions about what 
not to do. There was no hint of drowsiness, 
no need to take notes. I could have followed 
a lecture on how to assemble an Ikea ward-
robe without even looking at the diagrams. 
I’d start physical therapy in two weeks, he 
said. The most important thing, in the mean-
time – and for another month after that – was 
not to open jars: the twisting and gripping 
motion was the worst possible action. But 
the worst news – and it was news, this had 
not come up during his sales pitch – was that 
I would not be able to ride my bike for six 
weeks because applying the brake would be 
like twisting a jar. 

My arm was in a big spongy bandage, in 
a sling, and I was in a wheelchair. A nurse 
wheeled me outside to the car where my wife 
was waiting behind the wheel. Getting in the 
car was meant to be done with extreme cau-
tion but I could have vaulted into a virile 
convertible. Another sign of how good I felt 
was that within five minutes I started a quar-
rel about something that wasn’t my wife’s 
fault. At the hospital pharmacy, as instruct-
ed, she had dutifully picked up basic painkill-
ers, stronger painkillers (opiates), anti-con-
stipation tablets and anti-nausea tablets 
designed to offset the side-effects of the 
opiates. We’d been watching Dopesick on TV 
so I was frightened of developing some  
kind of addiction, but mainly I was outraged 
at the expense – $170 – and how we were 
getting screwed by Big Pharma and an end-
less panacea of pills and side-effects, pills 

then the deception and strain proved too 
much, and, like a man whose love affair leaves 
him with neither wife nor mistress, I ended 
up having to say goodbye to both of them. 
The elbow got worse and worse. I had just 
turned 63 and my tennis life was in tatters. 

In September we returned to America 
where, partly in response to the culture of 
endless affirmation and optimism, and 
partly because of the availability of ex-

traordinary medical care, I saw my doctor – 
the steroid doctor – again. He booked me in 
for an MRI the following week. The day after 
the MRI, I saw the orthopaedic surgeon (who, 
to my astonishment, was younger than me) 
and listened as he outlined the diagnosis and 
options. The MRI showed tears. I could do 
this, I could do that – all of which I’d tried, 
without success, before. 

That left surgery. Clean everything out, 
mend the tear, use a pin to fix the tendon to 
the bone. If all went well, I’d be playing tennis 
again in three months. With American health-
care the distinction between being offered 
a cure and being sold a product is often hazy, 
but since I’d exhausted all other possibilities 
this side of Lourdes, I booked in for an  
operation the following Friday. 

But there was a scare along the way. When 
I called to check the details of my insurance 
cover I was told the operation would come 
to somewhere north of $90,000. Since it was 
going to cost an arm and a leg to fix my arm, 
I said, I’ll abandon the operation and soldier 
on with a defective one. No, no, came the 
reply. There had been a misunderstanding. 
That was the total cost – the insurance would 
cover all of that except for a payment of 
about a thousand dollars. 

It was a business-class experience at the 
hospital in Santa Monica – nothing at all like 
the scenes in the BBC’s This is Going to Hurt. 
Medical hurt in America is overwhelmingly 
financial: if you have good health insurance 
you’re effectively anaesthetised against it. 
Wheeled in to the operating theatre, your 
only concern is the freezing cold in what 
looks like both the inside of a spaceship and 
the cleanest place on Earth. It’s really fantas-
tic. You might as well have a facelift while 
you’re at it. For half a million bucks you could 
probably get a soul transplant thrown in, or 
at least a little soul-rejuvenation tuck. Even 
though you’re doing absolutely nothing ex-
cept lying there with tubes in your arm, a team 

Resigning myself to 
never playing tennis 
again meant a larger 
farewell: to vigorous 
corporeal life
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“Behold, mine arm is like a blasted sapling, 
withered up,” I said to Jafari, the young ther-
apist who had clearly completed his training 
only a few weeks previously. He was actually 
48 and, in the coming months, we got to know 
each other rather well.

Life settled into a pattern. I saw Jafari 
twice a week. There were nights of weird and 
excruciating pain – difficult to describe, little 
scribbles of agony, pulsing and shooting – 
amid the persistent dull and eventually un-
noticed ache. I was able to bend my arm 
slightly more each week. I could straighten 
it. I could brush my teeth with my left hand 
again. I kept harping on to Jafari about the 
possible self-inflicted harm done by first-
night flossing. Seconding the surgeon, he 
said that was impossible. But I had entered 
a world in which anything seemed possible 
except a return to health and tennis.

Six weeks after surgery, having regained 
something close to full mobility, I  
began trying to build up my strength. 
Before describing this great leap for-

ward, however, we need to take a step back. 
Like many émigrés from the United King-

dom, Christopher Isherwood was struck by 
the ameliorative imperative sun-baked in to 
Californian life. Visiting a friend in hospital 
he was told by a nurse that the patient was 
“not doing too well”. When Isherwood asked 
if he’d suffered a relapse she admitted, “It’s a 
little worse than that. He passed away.” Now 
that I was actively involved in my own recov-

ery, I was not doing too well, either. There is 
a delicate balance to be achieved in physical 
therapy between pushing through certain 
kinds of pain in order to repair damage – 
breaking down scar tissue – and not pushing 
so hard, into other kinds of pain that cause 
new damage. This requires great attention 
to your body. I kept mentioning the tugging 
pain near where the pin had gone in, but pro-
gress was being slowly made. Eventually, 
Jafari said I could swing my racket round at 
home. The following week I went and hit 
against a wall for about ten minutes: the first 
time I had been able to hit a tennis ball in six 
months. That was the high point of my re-
covery, after which my arm began to hurt in 
several ways. I had to scale back the exer-
cises and seemed gradually to be going back-
wards, downhill, in reverse. 

From this point on, the task of building 
up physical strength became less important 
than concentrating on being mentally strong 
in a stoical English way – strong enough to 
resign myself to never playing tennis again. 
Which also involved a larger farewell: to  
vigorous corporeal life. 

I kept thinking of my dad, who famously 
– famously within our family, I mean – said 
he didn’t believe in physical therapy. In his 
seventies he’d had a hip replacement that 
didn’t work. This was not a surprising out-
come. He’d had the operation just because 
it was available, because he was entitled to 
it, without any serious expectation of being 
able to walk properly again, and, in truth, he 

The great man: Roger Federer practises before the US Open in New York, 2015

made little attempt to do so. He remained in 
pain for the last years of his life, though the 
pain of the hip was nothing compared with 
the ulcer in his leg and the psychological pain 
of a colostomy bag and macular degenera-
tion. The final ration of hurt came when he 
fell over and broke a couple of ribs. After he’d 
been in hospital for a few days I went to 
Paris for a couple of nights. When I called the 
hospital, the receptionist on the ward said 
he was fine. In fact he’d just done some phys-
io. I should have realised something was 
wrong – that didn’t sound like him – when 
she said this. Later the next afternoon, on 
the train back to England, a nurse called to 
say that I needed to hurry back. He died, of 
pneumonia, a few hours before I got there. 
As I sat next to him, next to his dead body, 
empty now after 90 years of use, I found my-
self thinking of another time he’d been in 
hospital, decades earlier, for his colostomy. 
He was propped up in bed in his pyjamas, 
proudly sporting a badge: “Private Medicine 
Makes Me Sick.”

Here in the land of private medicine, I had 
wondered if I’d been sold a product. Three 
months after the operation I worried that  
I’d been sold a pup. Tsitsipas had come back 
from his elbow surgery in two months. For 
someone who had spent seven minutes  
taking a bathroom break in a match against 
Andy Murray – “What’s he doing in there?” 
Murray wanted to know, quite reasonably – 
this was remarkably fast. Now, just when I 
was scheduled to be back on court, I felt  
that were I not recovering from surgery  
I’d be making an appointment to discuss  
having surgery. 

I was not, as they say, the man I was. I’d 
always been fit, thin, athletic and sufficient-
ly young-looking in 2017 to dance at a club in 
Berlin with my shirt off. I trimmed my eye-
brows, plucked all hairs from my ears, scru-
pulously shaved my neck to avoid furry-neck 
syndrome, but all of this was just fiddling 
while Rome burned, rearranging the deck-
chairs while a titanic, potentially catastroph-
ic physical decline was being played out. 

About 15 years earlier my main tennis part-
ner, Dan, had dislocated his knee, and, al-
though he made a brief comeback, that was 
the beginning of the end for him tennis-wise, 
and my elbow looked like being the end of 
the end for me. If I played tennis again, I’d 
have to learn a two-handed backhand to re-
duce the strain on my forearm. The alterna-
tive, if things didn’t improve, would be to 
learn to play with my right hand. At 63! I 
thought of Socrates on the night before he 
was due to drink the hemlock, learning a new 
tune on the flute and being asked what good 
that was going to do him. 

In America the urge to improve, to get bet-
ter (in every sense) is inseparable from 
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literally up and running again in six weeks, I 
seemed destined to follow in my dad’s lack 
of footsteps. 

I thought of him again last weekend when 
I was at Bombay Beach on the Salton Sea, a 
once-thriving resort, since fallen into such 
an advanced state of dereliction that it ac-
quired a post-apocalyptic charm which is 
leading, now, to signs of avant-garde regen-
eration. One of these signs is the festival 
there, run by my friend Tao Ruspoli. The 
festival is wild, but there are lectures in the 
mornings and afternoons, and I agreed to 
give a talk. After my event, looking out over 
the pristine desolation of the Salton Sea, Tao 
told me how, when his sister was born, he’d 
asked his dad if he intended to have more 
children. “Maybe in a few years,” his dad re-
plied. “For now, let me enjoy my youth.” Three 
years later he did indeed have another child, 
at the age of 73. 

Bombay Beach is small, and there’s always 
a shortage of quiet accommodation. With 
this in mind Tao had booked me and a couple 
of other distinguished speakers into a place 
a few miles away called the Fountain of Youth: 
an age-restricted resort, accessible only to 
those who are 55 and over. It was a soul- 
destroying experience, a form of sunny-side-
up ego death, to eat breakfast there, watch-
ing all these old people, some of whom were 
younger than me, enthusiastically keeping 
body and soul together in the cryogenic pool. 
Gore Vidal mocked F Scott Fitzgerald for 
whining on in his notebooks about how “he 
was young and now he’s middle-aged”. That 
now seems to me an entirely worthy theme, 
perhaps the biggest one there is.

I received a copy of my book yesterday. 
Flicking through the many pages about end-
ings, I realised the question that kept recur-
ring was: what happens after the end? As it 
happens, I have a specific answer to the  
elbow question. 

Five months after surgery I’m doing… not 
great but a lot better, certainly. I resumed the 
physio exercises without setbacks, could feel 
myself getting stronger, less worried, more 
confident. I started hitting against the wall 
again and while doing so got cruised by a guy 
who asked if I wanted to hit with him. This 
complete stranger, an overweight fellow who 
looked pretty old but was probably younger 
than me, had no idea – until I told him – of 
the historic significance of what was about 
to take place, namely that I would be playing 
tennis again. We rallied for half an hour until, 
fearful of the potential hangover, I thought 
it prudent to stop. My arm, the next day, felt 
OK – partly because of the excruciating pain 
in my right knee. 

Geoff Dyer’s latest book, “The Last Days of 
Roger Federer”, is published by Canongate 

coming up with new ways to persuade you 
to part with your money: on trying to perfect 
your body (yoga, cross-training, Pilates), 
mind and house (by emptying both of clut-
ter). There is the assumption that, whatever 
your age, you can continue to invest in your 
future, by getting in shape, improving your 
swing (tennis, golf). Life is a lesson and you 
have to keep learning, but one of the lessons 
I’ve learned from life is that I don’t like taking 
lessons. I used to love playing table tennis, 
and while living in Texas had a lesson once 
a week for about six weeks. The only signifi-
cant lesson I learned from this was that I 
didn’t have much interest in improving my 
table tennis. What I liked was playing with 
my friends, or making friends with people I 
played with. 

I also liked thinking that I could still be 
attractive to women half my age. This, the 
reader exclaims, was not only a delusion, but 
a deeply unattractive one. If so, it’s a delusion 
from which I no longer suffer. To that extent 
it could be said that the surgery – the  
opposite of cosmetic – has worked, even if 
this was not its intended purpose. At rough-
ly the time that Covid was said to have  
become endemic, something we would have 
to learn to live with, it looked like I would 
have to learn to live with a pervasive sense 
of infirmity.

My elbow woes have obliged me to 
see myself as I am. In classes with 
graduate students, looking at 
their black hair, vicariously ani-

mated by their voracious appetite for litera-
ture, I forget that I am a grey-haired senior, 
vulnerable to Covid, but also eligible for 
compensatory discounts and even a certain 
amount of sympathy. One of these students, 
a mother in her mid-thirties, recently had a 
hip replacement. On the one hand, it seemed 
a bit precocious to have a hip replaced at her 
age; on the other, her youth enabled her to 
make a fast-tracked recovery. While she was 

“Guys relax. I hid the drugs in my shell”

Long 
Reads
A podcast showcasing the 
best of our reported features 
and essays, read aloud

Ease into the weekend with writing 
from our authors – including 
Kate Mossman, Jeremy Cliffe and 
Sophie McBain – published every 
Saturday morning.

Search ‘Audio Long Reads from the 
New Statesman’ wherever you get 
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21st-century nobility 
is defined by being 
able to compete in a 
globalised economy

LOUISE  
PERRY

Out of the Ordinary
The dire effects of tech-fuelled inequality 
can be seen in schools across the nation

The final report from the Times 
Education Commission, set up in 
2021 to examine the future of 
education in Britain, makes for 

very grim reading indeed. It states clearly 
that the government wittering on about 
literacy and numeracy has little relevance 
for schools in the most deprived parts of 
the UK. Not when some four- and five-
year-old children are unable to say their 
own names, and others are still using baby 
bottles and asking for “bot-bot” when 
thirsty, incapable of forming a sentence as 
complex as, “Can I have a drink?”  

I wish I could stop relating these terrible 
details, but they go on and on: half of 
reception-age children in one school were 
still using nappies as they had not been 
toilet-trained. Assemblies on using a knife 
and fork, since students are eating only 
with their hands. A child brought to school 
in a shopping trolley. Another who had 
had 14 sugar-rotten teeth removed. Worst 
of all, a child who has spent so much time 
sitting in front of a TV that he or she was 
unable to walk properly.  

Before you assume that there is a simple 
answer to this mayhem, these schools are 
already offering classes in parenting and 
adult literacy, and social services are already 
intervening in the worst cases. Could these 
services be better funded? Surely, yes.  
The principle behind New Labour’s  
Sure Start programme was to intervene  
as early as possible with support for poor 
children and their families. Since 2010,  
Sure Start funding has been cut by two 
thirds and 500 centres have closed. The 
one-two punch of austerity and lockdown 
has had its miserable, predictable effect  
on society’s most vulnerable.  

But this isn’t just about a lack of material 
resources. There are other destructive 
forces at work in the households that 
cannot so much as toilet-train their 
four-year-olds. Addiction to drugs, alcohol 
or gambling is one, severe mental illness 
another, as well as learning disabilities  
that make basic tasks almost impossible. 
Even in a wealthy country such as ours, 
there are people at the bottom of society 
who can barely care for themselves, let 
alone their children.  

The report’s findings may shock most 
middle-class people, unless they work in 
professions that bring them into direct 
contact with these families. The nature of 
inequality in the 21st century – in the UK 
and elsewhere in the developed world – 
means that socio-economic classes are 
both geographically and socially distant 
from one another, and therefore rarely 
collide. The doctors, social workers, 
teachers and police officers who do 
venture into the poorest postcodes  
will not be surprised to read of children 
whose young muscles have atrophied  
from watching television. Their peers, 
though, are amazed. Can this really be 
happening in a society as technologically 
sophisticated as modern Britain? It can – 
and it is happening in part because of our 
technological sophistication.  

The US sociologist Joel Kotkin writes in 
his 2020 book The Coming of Neo-Feudalism 
that Western societies are increasingly 
arranged into rigid strata, not dissimilar to 
those of the Middle Ages. At the top is an 
upper class composed of oligarchs and 
what Kotkin terms the “clerisy”, an 
intellectual elite who dominate the media, 
universities and other cultural institutions. 
At the bottom is a new class of serfs 
dependent on government handouts and 
the whims of their feudal masters in the 
private sector who control what little 
employment is available to them.  

This new feudalism is distinguished 
from the older version, argues Kotkin, by 
the role of technology: “A technologically 
driven society tends to show a widening 
gap between the ‘elect’ who are highly 
gifted in science and tech, and the many 
who are not. Today it takes only a small 
cadre of coders, financial experts and 
marketing mavens to build a billion-dollar 
business, without much required in the  
way of blue-collar workers or even middle 
managers… Like the castle towns of Japan 
or the walled cities of medieval Italy, a few 
choice locales are enclaves of privilege.” 

Kotkin demonstrates that the  
21st-century nobility is defined not so 
much by birth as by an ability to compete  
in a globalised economy that values  
a particular set of cognitive and 
temperamental traits. And, unlike their 
medieval counterparts, they feel no sense 
of noblesse oblige, since they believe that 
their talents and efforts entitle them to 
their position at the top.  

“Meritocracy”, remember, was never 
supposed to be a good thing. When 
Michael Young coined the term in 1958,  
he was warning against a society in  
which the clever and the ambitious were 
automatically granted elite status, and  
felt justified in their privilege. To some 
extent, Young’s vision has been realised,  
as London and other world cities have 
sucked up human capital, further 
entrenching deprivation in parts of  
the UK and elsewhere that were already 
economically stagnant.

As compensation, the communities  
left behind by the advance of 
technocapitalism are offered its various 
pleasurable products. TV, social media, 
junk food and betting apps – plus opioids 
and other synthetic drugs – are meant to 
while away the depressing hours.  

This treacherous form of compensation 
takes its toll on children most of all. A brief 
period of social mobility in the second half 
of the 20th century seems to be over, and 
many families now find themselves shut 
outside the city gates. 
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Ethnic minority businesses were 
badly hit during the Covid-19 
pandemic, with many operating in 
sectors severely hampered by 

lockdown. As we navigate a cost-of-living 
crisis, it is more important than ever to 
think about creating a fairer and more 
equal business environment that enables 
such firms to thrive. At NatWest’s recent 
national SME Taskforce meeting, we 
gathered industry experts to hear about 
how the banking and business sector can 
do that most effectively. 

The two most urgent changes to be 
made are on access to finance and 
ensuring a coordinated response to 
tackling unfavourable treatment of ethnic 
minority businesses, said Monder Ram, 
author of the report Time to Change: A 
Blueprint for Advancing the UK’s Ethnic 
Minority Businesses, by Aston University’s 
Centre for Research in Ethnic Minority 
Entrepreneurship (Creme), in partnership 
with NatWest. Ram, an academic at the 
university, explained that previous studies 
have shown ethnic minority businesses 
contribute an estimated £25bn to the UK 
economy. According to his report, that 
figure could be four times higher with the 
right policy adjustments. 

“The real challenge is growth,” said 
Ram. People from ethnic minority 
backgrounds are more likely to want to 
start their own business and to actually go 
through with setting one up. Beyond the 
start-up phase, however, they are less likely 
to be running established firms than their 
white counterparts. This means that on 
average, ethnic minority firms do not grow 
and become established in the numbers 
that they should. 

“The ethnic minority firms that do 
survive three years, they’re more likely to 
be growth-oriented, innovative and trade 
overseas than their white counterparts,” 
Ram said. Finance is key to this, with 
evidence showing ethnic minority 
businesses are twice as likely to be 
discouraged from accessing the 
investment, finance and support they need 
to grow. This is a problem that has 
persisted for decades. “There’s a real 
challenge for the banking sector to 
respond. The evidence is there – the 
interventions need to catch up,” he added. 

To move forward, there needs to be 
leadership on this issue at the national, 
regional and local level. While the picture 
from government is less clear than it once 
was, corporates and business membership 
organisations have been more assertive in 
this space, Ram added. 

Collaboration is vital, too, and there are 
plenty of examples of good practice on 
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How to help 
minority-led 
firms succeed 
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By Andrew Harrison
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issues such as infrastructure, local and 
national arrangements, and partnerships 
from other countries, including the US, 
Canada and across Europe. One potential 
solution, Ram said, is in developing 
community finance hubs. “There’s a real 
opportunity for partners to take a step 
back, have a look at how it all fits together, 
pool resources, look at the kinds of firms 
you want to support, and have a much 
more integrated offer,” he said. 

“Currently, we’re looking at a 
generational wealth gap,” said Dirk Bischof, 
founder of the Hatch Enterprise network, 
which supports under-represented 
entrepreneurs. This means that one in three 
black households own assets or property 
versus two-thirds of white households. For 
every £1 of British wealth, Indian 
households have around 90-95p, black 
Caribbeans around 20p, and black African 
and Bangladeshi households around 10p.  

“We’re battling decades and centuries 
of inequalities,” said Bischof. He added 
that access to “business to business” (B2B) 
customers and specific types of finance, 
such as grants and zero-interest loans, is 
critical to levelling the playing field because 
entrepreneurs from more privileged 
backgrounds do have that access. 

Given the challenges they face, however, 
ethnic minority firms are “very resilient – 
they’re able to make more happen with less. 
They have great access to new markets, 
they’re very innovative,” said Bischof. They 
also often employ people that are more 
impacted by unemployment. So, investing 
in them is not only critical to strengthening 
the economy and bringing on new products 
and services, but also to achieving equality.

Demi Ariyo, founder at Lendoe, a 
finance company dedicated to 
black, ethnic minority, early-stage 
and women-led businesses, 

agreed. He questioned how NatWest can 
work with other large banks and smaller 
players. Community development financial 
institutions (CDFIs), for example, offer 
affordable lending to financially 
disadvantaged communities and exist to 
support businesses, but there could be 
more collaboration between them and 
banks, he said. Banker referral schemes – 
where businesses can find finance from 
other mechanisms when they have been 
unsuccessful with major banks – could also 
be better utilised.

However, the long-term solutions mean 
looking at best practices from overseas, 
perhaps even encouraging business 
founders to come to the UK and advise  
the sector here. “This cannot just be about 
the high-street banks and banks,” said 

Irene Graham, CEO of the ScaleUp 
Institute, a not-for-profit company 
focused on helping UK businesses to grow.

There is now a multiplicity of funders 
in this country, including a great 
burgeoning fintech finance community. 
But while Graham felt that many 
organisations are carrying out some good 
initiatives, these really need to be much 
more coordinated, in collaboration with 
champions and role models. 

Access to digital tools is also key. Chris 
Lamorte, senior director, account 
management at Mastercard, explained 
how the Mastercard Strive initiative does 
just that, while also providing access to 
information to help with finance and 
promoting mentoring. He believes that this 
is a really good way to support growth.  

Developing those opportunities is 
crucial, but, Ram noted: “It needs to be 

done in a structured way.” A long-term 
perspective is a must in order to achieve 
the type of impact that will see that £25bn 
become £100bn for the economy. “This 
can’t be something that we get all 
enthused about for a couple of years and 
then let go,” he said. Beyond the timescale 
of his report, government needs to step up 
and make real progress on gathering and 
making data available. 

The role banks currently play – and can 
play in the future – is crucial, at NatWest 
and across the banking sector as a whole.  

“We have the templates of best practice 
that have been shown to make a 
difference. And I really believe there’s 
goodwill,” said Ram, adding, in reference 
to his report: “It is the time to change.” 

Andrew Harrison is head of business banking 
at NatWest GroupSH
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The most painful 
lesson is that the 
history of empires  
is far from over

BRUNO
MAÇÃES
These Times
If Ukraine is fighting an anti-colonial war, 
why is India withholding its support? 

At a recent security conference in 
Bratislava, the gala dinner was 
devoted to Ukraine. The tables 
were named after Ukrainian cities, 

including Irpin and Bucha. International 
dignitaries could barely contain their  
tears when delivering speeches on the war.

A prize was awarded to the Ukrainian 
people. A Ukrainian singer delighted us 
with her voice. But the following morning, 
the Indian foreign minister, Subrahmanyam 
Jaishankar, who had been seated at the 
main table, took to the stage and admitted 
that he did not have a view on the conflict. 
Europe, he said, had to stop thinking its 
problems were those of the world.

Vladimir Putin has on several occasions 
justified the war in Ukraine as a colonial 
war. In a recent meeting with Russian 
entrepreneurs – every young business 
upstart needs to learn how to acquire  
a colony or two – he explained that he  
sees himself as the political reincarnation  
of Peter the Great, and that the world is 
divided between colonial countries and the 
colonised. One might have expected India 
to be leading the reaction against such  
an unabashedly neocolonial project.

But India, which often speaks of the 
destructive rule of the British and Mughal 
empires, has refrained from condemning 
Russia. On 2 March, it even joined a small 
number of countries that abstained from  
a UN resolution calling on Russia to stop 
its war and withdraw from Ukraine.

Jaishankar condemned the Bucha 
massacre and called for an investigation, 
but so too has the Kremlin, which insists the 
killing of more than 1,000 people, many of 
them children, was conducted by Ukrainian 
troops, or even that it was staged by the UK.

India is not alone. South Africa,  
which also has a long and prominent 
anti-colonial history, remains just as 
indifferent towards Ukraine. If the invasion 
of Iraq in 2003 was the moment the West 
failed to live up to its own norms, such as 
the principles of territorial integrity and 
humanitarian international law, Ukraine  
is the moment the Global South failed to 
live up to its anti-colonial and anti-imperial 
ideals. For Ukrainians, theirs is a war of 
national liberation, but the evangelists of 
national liberation – China, South Africa 
and India – have been missing in action.

A common notion is that the war in 
Ukraine is about the fate of the Western 
liberal order. In this story the conflict is 
another episode in a kind of permanent 
cold war against totalitarian power.  
But there is a second story that cuts across 
the main events of the past century – the 
anti-colonial struggle. It is less a story 
about the best way to organise society 
than about the international order. Do  
we recognise every country as an actor – 
an autonomous subject in international 
affairs – or do some parts of the world serve 
only as objects of power? It is the question 
of freedom projected on a global scale.

When Putin talks about Ukraine as an 
object of conquest, it is evident that this is  
a war between colonial and anti-colonial 

forces. The Kremlin is less interested in 
overturning the Western order than in 
returning it to a time when great powers 
were able to expand according to their  
will to power – what the late Russian  
thinker Lev Gumilev, a Putin favourite, 
called “passionarity”. 

Reactions in Europe have followed a 
predictable pattern. The nationalists from 
the Law and Justice party in Poland have 
sided with Ukraine. Their national idea 
was always about resisting conquest from 
the imperial powers surrounding Poland, 
so they had no trouble recognising an old 
enemy. But nationalists in France, Italy  
and Hungary are sympathetic towards  
the Kremlin because their national idea is 
closely connected to imperialism – many 
long for a return to a world of empires.

The most painful lesson is that the 
history of colonialism is far from over.  
It seemed confined to the past because  
of the way European colonialism ended: 
taken to unimaginable extremes, it crashed 
down in the devastating wars of the  
20th century, from which Europe emerged 
both exhausted and discredited. The Third 
Reich aimed to bring European colonialism 
to bear on Europe itself – “What is fascism 
but colonialism amid the traditionally 
colonial countries?” Frantz Fanon asked. 
Nazi Germany’s collapse seemed to have 
brought the colonial era to a decisive 
close, but its rebirth is upon us.

Beyond Ukraine, we can discern the 
colonial temptation in the competition  
for natural resources, now dramatically 
intensified by geopolitical instability  
and the green-energy transition.  
Public debate focuses on the promise  
of renewables, but these technologies  
have complicated industrial chains. The 
need for battery materials such as cobalt 
or lithium, for example, is likely to trigger  
a renewed scramble for control over 
specific geographical regions. The global 
food crisis engineered by Russia for 
political leverage is yet another echo  
of our shared colonial history.

Many are puzzled by the way India  
and China have refused to condemn the 
Russian invasion. Notions of democracy 
and autocracy seem far from their thinking; 
for these countries, it’s about something 
else. China and India feel their strength is 
growing. Their own will to expand – their 
“passionarity” – is back. With centuries of 
national humiliation overcome, the future 
belongs to them. VS Naipaul called India  
a wounded civilisation, but the wounded 
civilisation is reasserting itself. For these 
giants, a new era of colonialism is nothing 
to fear and may even, for at least some in 
Delhi and Beijing, be welcome. 
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“Oh dear, now we are in a pickle.” 
According to his later reflections,  
these are the words that came to the 
mind of Arthur Wilson, a technician  

at the Windscale nuclear plant in Cumbria, when, on 
10 October 1957, he saw that Pile No 1, the older of  
the site’s two reactors, was on fire. The thought, minus 
the characteristic British understatement, applies to 
each of the six nuclear accidents described in Serhii 
Plokhy’s captivating and extremely timely book.

But Atoms and Ashes also has a wider application. 
The whole of humanity is now “in a pickle”, facing as 
we are devastating and catastrophic climate change. 
For over 200 years we have been extracting coal, oil 
and gas from beneath the ground and burning it, 
thereby releasing into the atmosphere enormous 
quantities of carbon dioxide and warming the planet. 
Despite the increasingly urgent warnings from 
scientists, we continue to do it.

If we are to bequeath a liveable planet to 
subsequent generations, we have to stop using  
fossil fuels. This means finding alternative forms of 
energy. Wind and solar, of course, have got to keep 
expanding, but what happens when the wind doesn’t 
blow and the sun doesn’t shine? According to the UK 
government, the answer is nuclear energy, which at the 
moment provides about 15 per cent of the nation’s 
electricity. The government wants to increase that to 
25 per cent by 2050 as part of its net zero target.

There are many problems with this. Nuclear energy 
is very expensive and reactors take a long time to 
build. As for whether it is safe, the government in its 
public statement “Nuclear energy: What you need to 
know” is unequivocal: “As confirmed by the UN’s 

Books

Atoms and Ashes: 
From Bikini Atoll 
to Fukushima
Serhii Plokhy
Allen Lane, 
368pp, £25

The great  
nuclear gamble

It’s seen by many as a route 
to net zero – but the nuclear 

power industry is haunted by its 
history of catastrophes

By Ray Monk

International Atomic Energy Agency, nuclear power 
plants ‘are among the safest and most secure facilities 
in the world’, and nuclear power is one of the safest 
forms of energy generation.” “In the UK,” it goes on, 
“we have a well-respected regulatory system which 
reflects international best practice, and an industry 
which places an extremely high value on safety, 
achieving world-leading health and safety standards 
every time it is examined. Nuclear power has operated 
in the UK for decades without incident, and all UK 
nuclear operators are answerable to robust and 
independent regulators.”

Plokhy has another answer: “The debate on the 
safety of nuclear energy can be advanced by taking  
a fresh look at the history of nuclear accidents and 
trying to understand why they happened, how bad 
they were, what we can learn from them, and whether 
they can happen again.” 

The six nuclear accidents that Plokhy discusses 
vary hugely, but there are some common 
themes, mostly to do with politics and  
military matters rather than with science and 

technology. From its very beginnings, nuclear energy 
has been inextricably mixed up with its military 
applications. The first person to envisage the release 
of the energy trapped inside atoms was HG Wells, who 
in his 1914 novel The World Set Free imagined an atom 
bomb that contained just a small amount of uranium. 
The first step in making that a reality was taken in 1932, 
when the physicists Ernest Walton and John Cockcroft 
split lithium atoms into alpha particles. When the 
chemists Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassmann split the 
(much heavier) uranium nucleus into barium and 
krypton at the end of 1938, it was quickly realised that 
such fission would release a great deal of energy and, 
in principle, start a chain reaction (the initial insight 
came from Lise Meitner and her nephew Otto Frisch).

Within a few months, the search for the atom bomb 
was on. Not until several years after such a bomb was 
designed, built and used did scientists and politicians 
turn their attention to the use of nuclear energy for 
peaceful purposes. The accidents described by Plokhy 
divide equally between using nuclear power to make 
weapons and using it to generate electricity.

As a rule, the people to blame for these accidents 
are politicians and managers rather than physicists 
and engineers. The first one, however, was almost 
entirely the result of faulty science. Unlike the others, 
it concerns a bomb rather than a reactor. In March 
1954 the US tested the world’s first hydrogen bomb 
(the earlier “Ivy Mike”, exploded in 1952, was a 
hydrogen device rather than a bomb – weighing in at 
80 tons, it was not a useable weapon). The test was 
named “Castle Bravo” and the site chosen for it was 
the Bikini Atoll, part of the Marshall Islands in the 
central Pacific. “Shrimp”, as the bomb was called, was 
designed and built at Los Alamos National Laboratory 
in New Mexico, still, nine years after the war, home to 
some of the best nuclear physicists in the world.

Those eminent scientists, however, made a fatal 
error. The fusion fuel in Ivy Mike was liquid deuterium; in 
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Shrimp it was replaced by lithium deuteride. The  
Los Alamos scientists had not realised that the lithium 
in lithium deuteride, when bombarded with very 
high-energy neutrons, would fission, releasing colossal 
amounts of energy and drastically increasing the yield 
of the bomb. Owing to this mistake, the bomb was many 
times more powerful than expected. Where they had 
estimated a yield of 6 megatons, the actual yield was  
15 megatons, about a thousand times more powerful 
than the atom bomb that destroyed Hiroshima.

The people of the Rongelap and Rongerik islands, 
about 100 miles away from the test site, paid a heavy 
price for this error, as did the crew of the Daigo Fukuryu 
Maru (the Lucky Dragon 5), a Japanese fishing boat that 
was 70 miles away and 25 miles outside the danger 
zone patrolled by the US navy. Both islanders and 
fishermen were exposed to dangerous levels of 
radiation and radioactive fallout, the repercussions  
of which were still being felt many decades later. The 
United States had wanted to keep the Castle Bravo 
disaster a secret, but, largely because of the crew of 
the Lucky Dragon, news of it spread widely, inspiring 
anti-nuclear movements around the world.

This is a theme common to many of the accidents 
discussed by Plokhy: with each disaster, public faith in 
nuclear projects is diminished. This requires, however, 
that the public hear about the disaster. Every time an 

accident occurs, the government responsible tries to 
cover it up, or at least to play down the extent of the 
damage. In his second chapter, Plokhy discusses one 
of the few cases in which this was successful. 

In terms of the radioactivity released, the Kyshtym 
disaster is second only to Chernobyl. And yet who has 
heard of it? It occurred in 1957 at the Maiak chemical 
complex, a plutonium-processing plant in the Ural 
Mountains near the Soviet town of Kyshtym. Safety 
standards at the plant were low and environmental 
concerns were a poor second best to the perceived 
need for the Soviet Union to keep up with the US’s 
nuclear arsenal. Radioactive waste was routinely 
dumped into local rivers and lakes. Nearby Lake 
Karachai, now filled in, still has the dubious honour  
of being titled “the most polluted spot on Earth”.

The plant was built in the late 1940s and in 1953 a 
storage facility for liquid nuclear waste was added, 
consisting of steel tanks mounted on a concrete base 
underground. On 29 September 1957, Tank No 14 
exploded, releasing a cloud of radioactive material  
that eventually contaminated an area of nearly 8,000 
square miles in the East Urals. Remarkably, even 
though they had to evacuate 10,000 people from the 
surrounding villages, the Soviet authorities managed 
to keep the disaster secret. Discussion of it was strictly 
forbidden and the contaminated area, previously 

“Ivy Mike”, 
detonated 
by the US 
government 
in 1952, was 
a hydrogen 
device that 
weighed  
80 tons
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Books
electricity comes from nuclear power plants. Its 
nuclear station at Zaporizhzhia (which, in an act  
of jaw-dropping irresponsibility, the Russian army 
targeted with shells in March during its invasion)  
is the largest in Europe.

Why was faith in nuclear power restored so quickly 
and comprehensively? Plokhy suggests that “the 
nuclear industry persuaded the rest of the world  
that the lessons of Chernobyl had been learned and 
nothing of the kind could happen again”. In 2011 this 
was shown to be false when the nuclear plant at 
Fukushima was engulfed by the largest tsunami in 
Japanese history, leading to three meltdowns and 
explosions. It has been estimated that the accident 
caused 10,000 deaths, making Fukushima the second 
deadliest nuclear accident of all time. Germany 
reacted to Fukushima by voting to shut down every 
single nuclear reactor in the country by 2022.

How should we weigh the accidents so vividly 
described by Plokhy in the context of the 
urgent need to expand clean energy? The 
nuclear industry, knowing that demand for 

carbon-free energy sources will increase dramatically 
in the near future, is in a bullish mood. The World 
Nuclear Association has suggested that we need to 
raise the global share of nuclear-produced electricity 
from 10 per cent to 25 per cent, a target that, as we  
have seen, has been adopted by the UK government. 
This would mean building thousands of new reactors 
worldwide. Plokhy sounds a note of caution, quoting 
Gregory Jaczko, who resigned as the chairman of the 
US Nuclear Regulatory Commission in 2012 after it 
agreed to approve licences for two new reactors  
earlier that year. “First and foremost,” Jaczko says,  
“we must acknowledge that accidents will continue to 
happen.” Plokhy also cites the work of the scientists 
Thomas Rose and Trevor Sweeting, who have devised 
a mathematical model for predicting the likelihood of 
accidents, which suggests we are more likely than not 
to suffer one before 2036.

There are other big problems too, such as how to 
dispose of nuclear waste. To my mind, though, the 
most important drawback of nuclear energy is the 
time it takes to build a reactor. Hinkley Point C in 
Somerset received its licence in 2012 and was expected 
to be operational in 2021. This has now been pushed 
back to 2027. In transitioning away from fossil fuels we 
simply do not have this kind of time, as the latest IPCC 
report made very clear. We need to get more wind and 
solar plants operating as soon as possible and give 
top priority to solving the problem of how to store  
the energy they produce.

In the meantime, if we are tempted to accept the 
bland reassurances of the UK government about the 
safety of nuclear power plants, Plokhy’s book provides 
a salutary warning of what could go wrong. 

Ray Monk is professor emeritus of philosophy at  
the University of Southampton and the author of  
biographies including “Inside the Centre: The Life of  
J Robert Oppenheimer” (Anchor)

known as the “East Ural Radioactive Trace” was 
rebranded as the East Ural Nature Reserve, which to 
this day remains closed to the public.

A month later, the UK suffered its own nuclear 
disaster at the Windscale plant, which, like Kyshtym, 
had been built to provide plutonium for atomic 
weapons. The fire that Arthur Wilson had seen was  
the result of a series of short cuts imposed upon the 
managers of Windscale by the military ambitions of 
the British government, who were in a hurry to show 
the Americans that the UK was capable of designing 
and building first a plutonium atomic bomb and then  
a hydrogen bomb. These short cuts made the over-
heating of the uranium rods inside the reactors much 
more likely to happen, and much harder to deal with 
once it did. However, though the fire resulted in 32 
deaths, 260 cases of cancer and the poisoning of milk 
produced in the farms around the site, the main story 
of Windscale is that of a lucky escape.

When work on the plant had started, John 
Cockcroft, who was by this time a Nobel Prize  
winner and Britain’s chief nuclear scientist, became 
persuaded that the tall stacks designed to carry hot  
air from the reactors into the sky needed to be fitted 
with filters to prevent radioactive particles from  
being released with the air. The managers were not 
convinced, but Cockcroft was too important to be 
ignored. The filters were fitted and became known as 
“Cockcroft’s folly”. It is estimated that 90 per cent of 
the radioactivity released by the fire was caught by 
those filters. Some folly.

The last three accidents covered by Plokhy’s book 
concern nuclear reactors that were built to 
provide electricity rather than fissile material for 
bombs: the incidents at Three Mile Island, 

Pennsylvania, Fukushima in Japan and, the biggest and 
most famous of them all, Chernobyl. 

The accident at Chernobyl occurred on 26 April 
1986 during a safety test in which, instead of shutting 
down, the No 4 reactor at the plant began an 
uncontrolled chain reaction, releasing huge amounts 
of energy. This led to a fire which for nine days 
belched out radioactive contamination, most of it 
falling onto nearby Belarus, though almost every 
country in western Europe was also affected. It is 
difficult to estimate how many deaths the accident 
caused. The Union of Concerned Scientists puts it  
at 50,000. The exclusion zone around the site extends 
to 1,660 square miles, and has become a wilderness, 
albeit one home to many species that had not been 
seen in the area for decades, including wolves, bears, 
bison and lynx.

The disaster had far-reaching consequences in 
other ways too. It led to a wave of protests, which 
Plokhy links to the independence of Ukraine, declared 
on 1 December 1991, and the break-up of the Soviet 
Union shortly thereafter. Before leaving the Soviet 
Union, Ukraine passed laws halting the construction 
of new reactors and declaring an intention to get rid 
of existing ones. These laws were quickly reversed, 
however, and today more than half of Ukraine’s 

According 
to scientific 
modelling, 
we are more 
likely than not 
to suffer  
a nuclear
accident
before 2036
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Shrimp to Whale: South Korea from the Forgotten 
War to K-Pop by Ramon Pacheco Pardo
Hurst, 280pp, £25

“A bear gave birth to Korea. Or so the legend goes.” 
Ramon Pacheco Pardo begins his engaging account 
with a sweeping history of the ancient kingdoms and 
warring empires that once ruled the Korean peninsula 
before it was divided in 1945, and the modern states of 
North and South Korea founded in 1948. The title 
invokes the old saying that Korea is a “shrimp between 
whales”, forever in danger of being crushed between the 
world’s great powers. But the author argues that South 
Korea has long since outgrown this depiction and now 
deserves to be seen as a “whale” in its own right.

This is no dry historical tome. Pacheco Pardo, a 
professor of international relations, declares his love  
for South Korea, weaving his personal recollections 
(and travel tips) into the narrative. He chronicles the  
rise and fall of authoritarian rule, the origins of the 
chaebol (literally “wealth clan”), industrial conglomerates 
and the “Korean Wave” that has won the country’s 
movies and K-Pop music international acclaim.  
Yet with income inequality rising, the threat from  
North Korea growing and a divisive new president in 
Seoul, a bright future is by no means assured.
By Katie Stallard

Adventurer: The Life and Times of  
Giacomo Casanova by Leo Damrosch
Yale University Press, 432pp, £25

Libertinage is, in contemporary parlance, problematic. 
Giacomo Casanova (1725-98), the great seducer, may be 
a fascinating historical figure but, notes his latest 
biographer Leo Damrosch, his story “is often disturbing 
and sometimes very dark”. Not all the bedpost notches 
that Casanova recounted in his own version of his 
career, Histoire de ma vie, were fully consensual: there 
were plenty of willing wives but also pre-teen girls, girls 
prostituted by their parents, mother-and-daughter 
threesomes and, in one case, his own daughter. 
Casanova’s get-out clause was that he believed women 
were entitled to pleasure too and, what’s more, he was 
almost permanently in love. Casanova was more than 
just a libido, however. He was a mathematician, lawyer, 
man of letters and librarian – as well as a con man, 
gambler and liar – whose professional and personal 
urgings took him across Europe, where he met many of 
the great men of the age. A contemporary declared that 
Casanova “would have been a very handsome man if he 
hadn’t been ugly” but ugly or not, morally reprehensible 
or not, truthful or not, in Damrosch’s adroit and 
balanced narration he is never less than enthralling.  
By Michael Prodger

Aftermath 
by Preti Taneja
And Other Stories, 226pp, £12

If the terror incident at London’s Fishmongers’ Hall in 
November 2019 was harrowing, a dual connection to the 
event made it even more so for Preti Taneja. The 
novelist counted Jack Merritt, who died in the attack 
alongside Saskia Jones, as a friend. She had also 
previously taught creative writing to the attacker, Usman 
Khan, during his time in prison. Taneja’s approach to 
reckoning with such idiosyncratic grief is both personal 
and political. She identifies the systems that were 
complicit in the act: colonialism, racism, Theresa May’s 
“hostile environment”. She queries the use of writing 
classes in prison, and the purpose of prisons at all. 

This is a tough book to read, because of the subject 
matter and sometimes too because of Taneja’s intellect 
– her keenness to turn to literary theory, or to break 
down events into their component philosophical 
parts. But it is too bold in its experimentalism, its 
unwillingness to conform to genre, to let grief rest  
easy. In Aftermath Taneja guides us through the 
“atro-city” – a place, “the outside world turned 
inwards”, as much as an event – and asks if together  
we can find a way out.
By Ellen Peirson-Hagger

We Had To Remove This Post by Hanna Bervoets, 
translated by Emma Rault 
Picador, 144pp, £12.99

Content moderators for an unnamed social media 
company are transformed by the abuse and conspiracy 
theories they police – this is the premise of We Had To 
Remove This Post by the acclaimed Dutch author Hanna 
Bervoets, her first work to be translated into English.  
It starts with racist and homophobic banter; then the 
characters begin applying the content rules to their real 
lives. When a man appears to be about to jump from a 
roof in the real world, Kayleigh, our narrator, decides 
this video “isn’t allowed”. Then a colleague becomes a 
flat Earther. Kayleigh is appalled but admits that “at this 
point I mainly knew arguments in favour of the notion 
that the Earth wasn’t round”. These parts of the  
novella – which follows a flurry of sharp, social-media-
aware books such as Patricia Lockwood’s No One Is 
Talking About This – are the most perceptive. Other  
characters and Kayleigh’s life outside of work are not so 
well developed.

Bervoets uses spare language to evoke the 
desensitising effects of social media. At its best, you 
don’t see the horrors coming until they are upon you, 
but the denouement in particular feels hasty.
By Matthew Gilley

Reviewed in short
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Antony Beevor’s curiously mistitled Russia: Revolution 
and Civil War 1917-1921. Mistitled, because “Russia” here 
makes no sense either politically or geographically; this 
is an imperial history, not a national one.

Beevor takes up his story in 1917. He is clear that from 
the outset there was no moment of revolutionary purity 
subsequently corrupted by the depredations of war  
and economic collapse. The February Revolution was 
bloodless only by comparison with what followed,  
as street fighting in the capital alone claimed the lives  
of almost 1,500 and wounded another 6,000. “The 
people’s hatred has been brewing for too long,” a young 
grand duke and cousin of the tsar admitted in his diary. 
In the weeks that followed, soldiers and sailors exacted 
bloody retribution on officers who had brutalised them 
in the ranks of the imperial forces; peasants attacked 
the gentry estates and assailed the feudal order that  
had for centuries dominated and exploited them; crime 
in the towns and cities spiralled out of control as 
workers and soldiers demonstrated that their own 
understanding of revolution involved the messy 
upending of established hierarchies of power and 
privilege. The army doctor Vasily Kravkov observed 
from the Eastern front that “the scores of robberies and 
murders of civilians are growing the whole time in the 
areas held by our army… The uncontrolled frenzied 
masses have their own ways to celebrate freedom.”

Political leaders of every stripe were making it up  
as they went along in 1917, struggling to stay afloat  
amid the surging popular fury and despair. No one 
manoeuvred more recklessly and more deftly than 
Lenin. On 3 April he clattered into wartime Petrograd 
onboard the “sealed train” despatched by the German 
high command to deliver his incendiary demands  

When the tsarist empire collapsed during 
the First World War, it was in good 
company. The conflict destroyed all the 
great empires of Europe – Russian, 

Habsburg, Ottoman. What set the fate of the Russian 
empire apart was that, unlike its Great Power rivals,  
it did not disintegrate. A few national movements, from 
Finland to Poland, succeeded in wresting themselves 
free of imperial control, but most of the former tsarist 
lands emerged from the convulsions of war and 
revolution within a new Soviet empire, one that still 
ruled millions of square miles and a multitude of 
peoples. How that came to pass is the subject of 

The roots of 
barbarism

In his history of the Russian 
Civil War Antony Beevor 
fails to understand that 

bloodshed is fuelled by ideas

By Daniel Beer

Catastrophe: the disruption caused to Russia's agricultural system by the revolution and civil war led to a disastrous famine in 1921-22
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for the immediate overthrow of the provisional 
government and the transfer of all power to the soviets. 
Indifferent to the ideological constraints of Marxist 
dogma, Lenin was ready to leap over the stages 
according to which history was supposed to unfold, 
pushing for a socialist takeover at what most of his 
more orthodox comrades on the left believed to be  
the hour of the bourgeoisie. Mensheviks and Socialist 
Revolutionaries, who feared that such radicalism would 
only provoke civil war, missed, as far as Lenin was 
concerned, the key point: civil war was not a regrettable 
consequence of revolution; it was its engine room.

In 1917, a decade and a half before he cut his own 
deals with the Bolsheviks, the socialist writer  
Maxim Gorky was their clear-eyed critic. In the wake 
of the October coup he wrote: “The working class 

should know that miracles do not occur in real life,  
that they are to expect hunger, complete disorder in 
industry, disruption of transport, and protracted 
bloody anarchy… This is where the proletariat is being 
led by its present leader… [who] is not an omnipotent 
magician but a cold-blooded trickster.”

The Bolsheviks’ seizure of power and their 
dissolution of the Constituent Assembly – the empire’s 
first democratically elected parliament – in January 
1918 were a declaration of war. Lenin knew that the 
defenders of the February Revolution – those who 
believed in the promise of a liberal constitution – 
would not surrender power quietly, let alone the 
monarchist die-hards, but the Bolsheviks did 
everything they could to incite conflict. For therein, 
Lenin calculated, lay the Bolsheviks’ political salvation. 
As civil war spread across the empire, the Bolsheviks 
held the central regions. Their enemies were the White 
movement – a collection of nationalists and liberals, 
tsarist officers, Cossacks, Poles, Finns, and stranded  
Czech troops – assisted by the Allies, who were 
struggling to keep Russia in the war and reverse the 
spread of Bolshevism. The Whites were arrayed 
against the Bolsheviks around a periphery that 
stretched from the Baltic to the Caucasus and from 
Siberia to Ukraine (where the names of cities such as 
Mariupol, Kharkiv, Odesa and Kyiv have a newly 
acquired resonance). Within this constellation of 
forces, the Bolsheviks succeeded in claiming for 
themselves the mantle of the revolution with all its 
hazy promises of equality, freedom and prosperity; to 
support the Whites was to seek to restore a reviled 
status quo ante.

The White armies found themselves divided both 
geographically and logistically, and ideologically and 
politically. They could not agree on a political vision for 
the empire’s future: whether it should be a liberal 
democratic state or a more authoritarian regime. 
Should the empire be replaced by a new unitary state, 
dominated by Russia, or should it be a federation of 
states? Was the principle of private property to be 
upheld, or would the Whites promise the peasantry the 
opportunity to keep the land they had seized in the 
great carve-up of gentry, crown and church estates that 
began in the summer of 1917? The answers to these 

questions changed as the Whites’ fortunes waxed and 
waned. The Bolsheviks by contrast had a unified 
command and a unified message: loot the looters, seize 
the land, wipe clean the slate.

Russia: Revolution and Civil War 1917-1921 is first and 
foremost a military history. Beevor describes the 
conflict that ranged across the territories of the Russian 
empire, from Vilnius in the west to Vladivostok in the 
east, and from Murmansk in the north to Odesa in the 
south. Yet the Russian Civil War was not only a series of 
military engagements; it was, like all wars, to borrow 
from Carl von Clausewitz, “an extension of politics by 
other means”. And amid the collapse of one empire and 
the birth of another, it was doubly so. At stake was not 
just the control of territory and resources but colliding 
visions of the future of the tsarist empire, visions 
Beevor neglects as he describes the troop movements 
and the battles, the victories and the defeats.

He acknowledges that “the Whites lost the civil war 
largely because of their inflexibility, including their 
refusal to contemplate land reform until it was far too 
late or to allow any autonomy to the nationalities of 
the tsarist empire”, but he does little to explain why 
these failures proved so catastrophic for the White 
cause. Neither does he examine why the Reds – who 
maraud across his pages as ruthless fanatics – were 
more successful in building a new world not just with 
bayonets and armoured trains but with new symbols, 
new words, new songs, new flags and a new (political) 
religion. Beevor has little to say about the wartime 
propaganda that saturated the press, posters and 
newsreels on both sides of the conflict, presenting the 
war as a Manichaean struggle of good versus evil, light 
versus darkness.

As the shifting front lines of the conflict ranged back 
and forth across Siberia, the Baltic and southern Russia, 
they harvested almost unimaginable horror. Prisoners 
of war were tortured and executed, but so too,  
often randomly, were civilians. Warlords allied to the 
Whites proved especially inventive in the gruesome 
punishments they inflicted on both suspected Reds  
and hapless Jewish communities. The Bolsheviks were 
more systematic in their cruelty, crushing dissent with 
spectacular demonstrations of brutality intended to 
intimidate and subjugate. When a workers’ protest 
began in the Bolshevik stronghold of Astrakhan in 
March 1919, the local Cheka detachment opened fire 
with rifles and machine guns before throwing grenades 
into the crowd. The prisoners were, Trotsky instructed, 
to be dealt with “mercilessly”. At first they were shot 
dead, but then the Chekists started drowning them. 
Their hands and feet were bound and stones attached 
to their necks, and they were then thrown from barges 
into the icy waters of the Volga; 180 were reportedly 
thrown overboard the steamship Gogol in a single night.

Beevor pauses to consider where this “conspicuous 
cruelty” came from. Even before a Socialist 
Revolutionary tried to assassinate Lenin in August 1918 
and the Cheka massacred thousands pour encourager les 
autres, the Chekist boss Martin Latsis had published an 
article in the Soviet newspaper Izvestia dismissing the 
“established customs of war” as irrelevant. Massacring 

Russia: 
Revolution  
and Civil War 
1917-1921  
Antony Beevor 
Orion Publishing, 
576pp, £30

Prisoners 
of war were 
tortured and 
executed, but 
so too, often 
randomly, 
were civilians
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all the wounded who fought against you – that is the 

law of civil war.” But, as Beevor points out, such 
ruthlessness still does not explain “the extremes of 
sadism… the hacking with sabres, the cutting with 
knives, the boiling and burning, the scalping alive, the 
nailing of epaulettes to shoulders, the gouging of eyes, 
the soaking of victims in winter to freeze them to death, 
castration, evisceration, amputation”. He asks: “Had the 
frenzy of vengeance been intensified to another level by 
the rhetoric of political hatred?”

Beevor leaves his own question unanswered: 
how did the violent world-views of the Reds 
and the Whites fuel the brutality of the  
Civil War? Lenin was effective in his bid to 

weaponise long-standing lower-class hostility towards 
the haves of the old order. The writer Teffi observed 
how, in his speeches, “Lenin simply battered away with 
a blunt instrument at the darkest corners of peoples’ 
souls”. In Lenin’s declaration of war he promised a “war 
to the death against the rich and their hangers-on, the 
bourgeois intellectuals”. His dehumanisation of them 
as “lice”, “fleas”, “vermin” and “parasites” was, Beevor 
writes, “tantamount to a call for class genocide”. Quite 
so, but how did such invective influence the beliefs and 
behaviours of Red Army soldiers and Chekists in their 
savage conquest of the empire? And the horrendous 
violence meted out by the White forces and their  
allies remains enigmatic, unless an attempt is made  
to recover their apocalyptic visions of the Bolsheviks 
as agents of the Antichrist, devils incarnate without 
human qualities. Ferociously anti-communist and 
anti-Semitic, the Whites’ ideology might have been 
more diffuse and less coherent than the canonical 
writings brandished by Lenin and co, but it was still  
a powerful driver, encouraging brutality in the service 
of salvation. Both the Reds and the Whites fought  
with a savagery born of conviction.

The barbarism of the Civil War was not merely 
accumulated acts of cruelty and vengefulness;  
it expressed the world-views of the perpetrators.  
A century after the Whites fled from Crimea aboard a 
flotilla of ships to escape the advancing Reds, the same 
now holds true of the Kremlin’s murderous attempt  
to dismember Ukraine and bludgeon swathes of its 
population into a union with Russia. The atrocities 
committed by Russian forces since February – the 
rapes, the torture, the executions of civilians – are not 
just the escalatory violence of war. They are also the 
culmination of the Kremlin’s vicious campaigns of 
propaganda. State media channels have for years 
conjured up phantasmagorical neo-Nazis in Ukraine, 
hell-bent on the genocide of people Russia claims to  
be its own. The results are evident in Bucha, Mariupol 
and Sievierodonetsk: horrors perpetrated by Russian 
troops in the belief that their own crimes are as nothing 
compared to the monstrous evil they are fighting.  
Now, as then, the brutality is powered by ideas. 

Daniel Beer is reader in modern European history at Royal 
Holloway, University of London, and author of “The House 
of the Dead: Siberian Exile Under the Tsars” (Penguin)

Women should be able to have sex like men 
do. That’s the premise, at least, of much 
millennial feminism: that women should 
be free to do whatever they like with their 

bodies, without being shamed or judged or held to 
some hypocritical double standard. From that flows 
the story of twenty-something female life we’ve  
come to see as standard; what Dolly Alderton, in her 
cult memoir and now major BBC series, Everything  
I Know About Love, fondly calls the “golden, grubby” 
years of drunken partying, messy one night stands  
and wrestling back the secret, needy longing for boys 
to really like you. But is all this freedom really as 
liberating as it sounds?

That’s the provocative question posed by  
Louise Perry’s The Case Against the Sexual Revolution, 
which tips a brisk bucket of cold water over what’s 
sometimes called “sex-positive” feminism, or the idea 
that anything goes between two consenting adults  
and that desire should not be policed. The trouble 
with this form of liberation, she argues, is that it has 
chiefly ended up liberating men.

Perry, a freelance journalist and New Statesman 
columnist, compares the sexual free-for-all to an 
unfettered capitalist free market, creating an explosion 
of opportunities for some – men seeking lots of 
commitment-free and sometimes aggressive sex,  
plus a small number of women with genuinely rampant 
libidos – but risking exploitation and insecurity for the 
rest. The “choice” to go wild ends up feeling more like 
an obligation for many women, she argues, given the 
enduring fear of being thought frigid for saying no. 

“A truly feminist project,” she writes “would demand 
that in the straight dating world it should be men, not 
women, who adjust their sexual appetites.” (This is very 
much a book for straight readers, given its emphasis on 
what she sees as the innate and conflicting differences 
between male and female sexuality, of which more later.) 
But instead, setting boundaries and sticking to them has 
come to be deemed not just prudish but a form of 
“kink-shaming”. So women who consider themselves 
highly liberated end up not daring to tell their partners 

Rules for a  
pornified world

Sexual liberation was supposed 
to give women freedom. Instead 

it has ended up serving the 
desires of men    

By Gaby Hinsliff

The Case Against 
the Sexual 
Revolution
Louise Perry
Polity Press,  
200pp, £14.99
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that actually they don’t like being slapped, spat on and 
choked during sex. Perry has worked for the campaign 
group We Can’t Consent to This, which has lobbied to 
limit the so-called rough-sex defence used by men 
accused of murdering their partners – defendants who 
claim the deaths happened accidentally during 
consenting encounters – and some of her most 
powerful arguments deal with the way strangling has 
moved from extreme porn into men’s everyday sexual 
repertoires, even as fetish clubs ban it as too dangerous.

There have been plenty of books by young women 
denouncing pornified culture. But what’s unusual 
about Perry’s is its full-throated boldness. She doesn’t, 
she insists, want to drag everyone back to the 1950s, 
despite her uncompromisingly retro view that women 
should get married and stay married if they possibly 
can. But she absolutely is gunning for what she calls 
“liberal feminism”, a painstakingly inclusive credo 
embracing diverse sexual identities. (The book’s 
foreword is by Professor Kathleen Stock, the 
philosopher best known for her gender-critical views 
on trans rights, although that issue makes only a very 
fleeting appearance in the book.) Perhaps the most 
conservative – with at least a small c – thing about 
Perry’s book, however, is its preference for coaching 
young women on how they can individually navigate  
a sexually aggressive culture, rather than calling for 
sweeping structural changes to that culture as a whole.

Her rules – don’t get drunk except with female 
friends or very trusted men, in case someone takes 
advantage; wait a few months to have sex – may  
sound to many of her peers like fusty relics from  
the Victorian age, and I have both practical and 
ideological reservations about several of them. Her 
descriptions of the “female brain” also come down  
too heavily, for my money, on the side of biology  
over social conditioning, given the painstaking  
work of psychologists such as Cordelia Fine to  
disentangle the two.  

But Perry undeniably has a sharp eye both for the 
ways in which contemporary feminism risks eating 

itself – worrying that calling for rapists to be jailed is 
incompatible with the anti-carceral movement, say, 
which holds that a racially biased criminal justice 
system is a tool of repression – and for those guilty 
feminist moments where emotions awkwardly refuse 
to comply with the theoretical ideal. Any woman  
who has ever had what was meant to be a gloriously 
hedonistic no-strings fling, only to find herself 
anxiously checking her WhatsApps just to see if he’s 
called, will recognise something here. 

Is that simply because we’re conditioned to feel 
ashamed of meaningless sexual encounters, and so  
try in retrospect to force meaning on them? Or is it,  
as Perry argues, because most women do struggle to 
divorce sex from emotion, and shouldn’t be made to 
feel there’s something wrong with them for wanting 
more than a soulless hook-up?

But although she skewers a problem, Perry is less 
convincing on the solutions. In a chapter on 
rape, she attacks with gusto the now widely 
accepted idea that it’s “victim blaming” for 

police to offer women safety advice such as sticking 
with friends on nights out, since the emphasis 
shouldn’t be on telling women to change their 
behaviour but on telling men not to rape. “Which is 
true, of course it is!” she writes. “But here’s the point: 
rapists don’t care what feminists have to say.” The kind 
of men who prey on drunk women in nightclubs won’t 
stop because someone asks nicely, she argues. Yet she 
herself concludes a powerful chapter on how violent 
porn is skewing ordinary sex lives by telling her readers 
simply to not watch porn.

There is a long tradition of protest that consists of 
dropping out of the mainstream culture altogether, 
and Perry’s advice should perhaps be seen in the same 
faintly hippie light: small individual acts of resistance, 
which might one day become a wider movement. But 
following it would surely feel like swimming against  
a rip tide for many women. What if you ditch the 
dating apps and rely, as Perry suggests, on friends to  
fix you up, only to find that they don’t know any nice 
single men? How does avoiding porn help, if the men 
you sleep with are steeped in it?

To be fair to Perry, however, the reason many 
women will recognise the unresolved tensions she 
describes is that women have been grappling with 
them for generations without finding an answer.  
(Even in Everything I Know About Love, it’s the earnest 
virgin and the boyfriend everyone else considers dull 
who end up with the fairy-tale love story, not the cool 
girl.) The tug of war between freedom and security, 
pleasure and shame, isn’t new. But Perry has brought  
it bang up to date in this invigoratingly readable book, 
which fits neatly into the gap between highly “online” 
feminism and what lots of women actually think  
and feel and do in private. 

You don’t have to agree with her entire world-view 
to find it thought-provoking. You just have to wonder, 
even fleetingly, why the aspects of patriarchy men 
seem keenest on overthrowing so often seem to 
involve taking your clothes off. 

The tug of 
war between 
freedom 
and security, 
pleasure and 
shame, isn’t 
new. But Perry 
has brought  
it bang up  
to date
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For Rego, picture-making was a way both of 
exploring the workings of her mind and dealing with 
them. Her son, the film-maker Nick Willing, recalled 
that in 2007 his mother was afflicted with a particularly 
intense and dangerous depressive episode and “drew 
her way out of it”. She made a series of pastel drawings 
of a woman dressed in black – slumped and alone, 
self-portraits that don’t carry her features – and  
then locked them away in a drawer. “She had put the 
depression into them,” and if she hadn’t conquered it 
– because she couldn’t – she had exercised some agency 
over it. Rego once said she painted “to give fear a face”.

Something of this instinct lay behind one of her few 
series with an explicit subject: the abortion pictures she 
made in 1998 as a response to a failed attempt to legalise 
terminations in her native Portugal. In the pictures she 
said she was “doing what I can with my work, but both 
men and women need to stand up to this. It affects men, 
too. You don’t get pregnant on your own, do you?” She 
knew what she was talking about; she had an abortion 

Paula Rego never sought to explain her 
inexplicable pictures. She insisted instead  
that art was about going “to the origin, the 
imaginative origin that provides the images of 

what we have inside us, without us knowing what it is”. 
What she had inside herself was bewildering, powerful, 
often sinister – although Rego always denied this trait 
– and inevitably universal.

For the viewer, her pictures are about recognition. 
Her nursery-rhyme illustrations with their blind mice, 
menacing spiders, cavorting insects and animals offer 
an instant passage back to formless childhood night 
terrors that never quite dissipate in adulthood; her big 
paintings of a girl polishing her father’s leather boots, 
tying her cadet brother’s shoelaces or plucking a goose 
clamped between her legs contain, somehow, the swirl 
of sexuality; the pictures featuring her “dollies” – the 
human-size creatures she made herself with pillow 
heads or rabbit faces – invoke the cast of characters 
and characteristics that make up a single human being 
and allow it to function; her large pastels of women 
crouching like dogs, sprawling and lying splayed 
suggest the rawness of femininity untrammelled by 
social convention. There’s religion, birth, death, 
menace and illness too, rarely specific and never 
concerned with conventional beauty.

The pictures are, however, always visceral. The 
viewer might not know exactly what’s going on in  
an image but they can feel a charge, a squirt of 
queasiness in the stomach or a subtle but tangible 
miscalibration between mind and body. Something, 
whatever it might be, is happening and it is  
meaningful. Paintings, after all, she said, “allow  
you to do outrageous things”.

Art

Vivid: Paula Rego 
in her studio in 
Camden, north 
London, 2018

Paula Rego gave 
fear a face

The visions of the painter, who 
died this month, told universal 
stories and changed the world

By Michael Prodger
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while still at London’s Slade School of Fine Art in the 
early 1950s. It was not her only one. The pictures show 
no medical intervention or blood because “I didn’t 
want… anything to sicken, because people wouldn’t 
look at it then. And what you want to do is make people 
look, make pretty colours and make it agreeable, and in 
that way make people look at life.” Pretty colours and 
painful subjects was the formula of a great deal of 
traditional religious art too. Her updated method 
worked: the pictures have been credited with helping 
win a second Portuguese abortion referendum in 2007.

What seems remarkable today is how 
isolated Rego was for a large chunk of her 
career. The determinedly personal nature 
of her work, its magic realism and her 

figurative if not realistic style put her outside the 
current of art that believed for much of the 1980s and 
1990s that painting was dead and video, photography 
and installations were alive.

Rego was born in Lisbon in 1935 and grew up under 
the Salazar dictatorship. Her anti-fascist, Anglophile 
parents sent her to finishing school in England and 
from there she moved on to the Slade where she met 
the painter Victor Willing, who was married. After he 
had divorced his wife and married Rego, the couple 
divided their time between London and Portugal, so 
she was never at the heart of the British art world.
Although she spent two decades caring for Willing, 
who was diagnosed with multiple sclerosis in 1966 and 
died in 1988, she was painting all the time. 

Nevertheless, while she had a solo exhibition in 
Portugal as early as 1965, she didn’t have her first show 
in Britain until 1981 and her first retrospective, at the 
Serpentine Gallery, was not until 1988. She had long 
been a revered figure in Portugal – a museum to show 
her work, Casa das Histórias Paula Rego (Paula Rego’s 
House of Stories), was opened near Lisbon in 2009 – 
while in the UK there was for many years a wilful 
blindness to the extraordinary painter in our midst.

In later life, Rego said of her dual heritage:  
“I presume I’m grounded in Portugal, although  
I don’t belong there any more. And I don’t belong  
here [England] either. I belong in the studio.”  
Her own sense of being above all a profoundly 
committed artist is sometimes overlooked in favour  
of viewing her as a fabulist or shaman revealing the 
collective unconscious. Overlooked, too, in the urge 
to unpick her paintings is their art-historical 
adroitness. Rego made new art that was thoroughly 
conversant with what had gone before and looked  
at sources as different as John Tenniel’s illustrations 
for Lewis Carroll’s Alice books, Arthur Rackham’s 
children’s book pictures, the Catholic art of the 
Spanish Golden Age painters, the erotically charged 
figuration of Balthus and, above all, her fellow Iberian 
Goya, whose often disturbing vision of human nature 
as it both fights and embraces the irrational was 
something she shared.

These influences – never borrowings – help give  
her pictures both gravitas and a certain theatricality. 
Like her contemporaries Francis Bacon and  
Lucian Freud (under whom she studied at the Slade), 
she was comfortable working in the grand manner, 
composing images with control even as they emerged 
almost despite herself: “Pictures tell stories but not 
always in a very straightforward way. You might  
start with one story and finish up with another one,” 
she said. On canvas or paper, however, the story  
was hers to direct and it means that many of her 
paintings, whatever the subject, have the presence  
of altarpieces – a piquant irony, given that she was  
no fan of the Church.

What was remarkable about her too is that her 
standards never slipped. At no stage in Paula Rego’s 
long career was there any pictorial complacency;  
she just kept on making art “with the hand and the 
gut”. It was by no means a comfortable process since  
in the act of painting or drawing “the picture is telling 
you what’s inside you and what you feel sometimes 
ain’t very nice”. This, however, never stopped her 
dragging the dark recesses into the light. 

Her pictures 
were credited 
with helping 
win Portugal’s  
referendum   
to legalise
abortion
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Volodymyr Rafeenko is one of the many 
Russian-language authors in Ukraine whose 
lives have been changed by Russian tanks. Until 
2014 Rafeenko lived in Donetsk, in the Donbas 

region of eastern Ukraine. His work was published 
mainly in Russia, where he received three prestigious 
literary awards. He did not speak Ukrainian, but it was 
easy then to live in Donetsk without it.

However, when the war in the Donbas broke out in 
spring 2014, he and his wife left their two apartments 
and their jobs and moved west. There Andriy Bondar, a 
Ukrainian-speaking writer and translator, settled them 
in his dacha near Bucha, so Rafeenko became a resident 
of the Kyiv region. He learned Ukrainian and even began 
to write in it. His first novel in his new language, 
Mondengrin, required some serious editing, and once 
more Bondar stepped in to help. After the release of the 
novel in 2019, Rafeenko promised to write his future 
novels in both languages, alternating between the two. 
However, on 31 May, after surviving a month under the 
Russian occupation of Bucha, he said that he would 
never write another text in Russian – and would never 
again even speak it. “I don’t want to have anything to  
do with this language,” he said in an interview on 
Ukrainian television.

During my childhood in the 1960s, Kyiv was almost 
entirely Russian-speaking. Most schools also taught in 
Russian. If someone on the street spoke Ukrainian, 
people thought they were from the village, or some 
strange intellectual, or maybe even a nationalist. 
Growing up, I read books in Russian, and half of my 
favourite writers belonged to Russian literature: Andrei 
Platonov, Daniil Kharms, Boris Pilnyak, Maxim Gorky. 
The Russian-speaking Ukrainian writer Nikolai Gogol 

The language  
of the enemy

Like many Ukrainians, I used to 
read and write in Russian. But 
the war has made us question 

our linguistic loyalties

By Andrey Kurkov

Critic at Large

Soviet state 
policy was 
to prevent 
Ukrainian 
from escaping 
its image as 
a peasant 
language 

was and still is one of my favourite authors. At that time 
having Ukrainian as your first language was considered 
by many as a handicap. The Soviet state policy was to 
prevent Ukrainian from overcoming the perception that 
it was a peasant language.

The linguistic migration from Russian to Ukrainian 
has taken on new urgency since 24 February, when war 
broke out again, but it began in the early 1990s, in the 
first years of Ukrainian independence. At that time the 
well-known novelist Irene Razdobudko moved from 
Donetsk to Kyiv and began to work in Ukrainian. She 
already knew the language, so the transition was not so 
difficult. Also, at that time, Russia had not yet started 
“defending” the Russian language and Russian speakers 
in Ukraine. Books in Russian were outselling books in 
Ukrainian. The glossy magazines and newspapers 
would publish reviews mostly of Russian-language 
books (which were mostly published in Russia). In fact, 
at that time probably up to 80 per cent of books in any 
bookshop would be written in Russian. The future of 
Ukrainian literature was definitely uncertain.

So Razdobudko’s gesture was symbolic. An ethnic 
Ukrainian, she wanted to support Ukrainian-language 
literature, which was just beginning to be revived. 
Following her, the popular author of detective novels 
Andriy Kokotyukha, who grew up in the central Poltava 
region – Nikolai Gogol’s homeland – also switched to 
Ukrainian. Like Razdobudko, Kokotyukha was making 
a deliberate move to support the development of mass 
Ukrainian-language literature.   

Gradually, the trend gathered pace, but it 
happened quietly, with little commentary in 
the press and even less reaction from readers 
and the public in general. For most young, 

aspiring writers, language was no longer an issue – they 
immediately started writing in Ukrainian. This 
movement was supported by diaspora foundations in 
Canada and the US that gave grants to publishing 
houses that issued books in Ukrainian. Yet, 
economically, publishing books in Ukrainian remained 
unprofitable during the first ten to 15 years of 
independence.

In those years, many intellectuals and critics assumed 
that authors who continued to write in Russian were 
oriented towards the Russian book market and, 
therefore, they were not considered Ukrainian writers. 
At the time, I was considered by many to be one of these 
“not Ukrainian” writers. In the late 1990s my novels were 
more successful in Russia than in Ukraine and I was even 
receiving requests from Russian publishers to set my 
books in Russia, not Ukraine. I ignored those requests.

It wasn’t long before there were many bilingual 
authors who wrote and published books in both 
languages. Often, Russian-speaking writers held up 
their Ukrainian texts as proof of their loyalty to 
Ukrainian culture. Examples of these gestures can be 
found in the works of the poets Boris Khersonskiy, 
from Odesa, and Olga Ilnytska, who divided her time 
between Odesa and Moscow (she’s now in Moscow 
writing and dreaming about Odesa).

Yet Russian-speaking readers in Ukraine never 
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Revolutionary times: the author Andrey Kurkov at a barricade in Khreschatyk, Kyiv, following the Revolution of Dignity in 2014
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Critic at Large
And it was they, the Russian-speaking residents of 

Ukraine, who were the first victims of Russia’s latest 
aggression. Mariupol, Melitopol, Okhtyrka and the 
other destroyed or captured cities in the east and south 
were almost entirely Russian-speaking. When refugees 
from those areas arrived in the west of Ukraine it might 
have been the first time in their lives that they were 
forced to think about the role of the Russian language in 
this war. I have often heard refugees from the Donbas 
and other regions admit that they were ashamed that 
they had not learned to speak Ukrainian earlier. They 
are learning now, in droves. 

Until late February this year you could comfortably 
live in Kyiv without knowing Ukrainian. The younger 
generation of Kyivites switch easily from Russian to 
Ukrainian to English. But the Ukrainian language has 
returned to the service sector, from where it was forced 
out by Russian a hundred years ago. Ukrainian has 
become fashionable among young musicians. Ukrainian 
rock and rap dominate Ukrainian youth culture.

Each time Ukraine has had to stand up to  
Vladimir Putin’s aggression, the idea of losing Russian 
from the cultural landscape has become more 
acceptable to a greater number of Russian-speaking 
Ukrainians. We saw a shift after the Orange Revolution 
in 2006, after the Revolution of Dignity in 2014 and many 
more times subsequently as Russia annexed Crimea and 
orchestrated the separatist surge in the east. The killing 
of tens of thousands of Ukrainians by Russia since the 
invasion is a strong argument against the presence of 
the Russian language and culture in Ukraine. The 
number of Russian-speaking writers and readers is 
bound to decrease dramatically.

I started using Ukrainian to write non-fiction some 
years ago, but I continue to write fiction in Russian. 
My books are published in Russian and in Ukrainian 
translations, but I know that my books in Ukrainian 

sell better. Ukrainian speakers read much more than 
Russian speakers in Ukraine. And the state buys only 
books in Ukrainian for libraries.

All this calls into question the rationality of 
publishing books in Russian in Ukraine. They will 
continue to be published but the print runs in Russian 
will be smaller. And lately I have been thinking that I 
should not publish books in Russian at all, at least not 
until the end of the war. Later, once Russia has left 
Ukraine in peace and Ukraine can follow its chosen 
European path, we will be able to think again about the 
language question and make a final decision. I haven’t 
had a readership in Russia for a long time; my books 
have not been published there for almost 15 years. For 
some time, Ukrainian-speaking readers have been 
more important to me than Russian-speaking ones.

Yet the Russian language may turn out to be my 
“internal” language, the language of my dreams and 
thoughts, my working language. An internal language 
does not require an official status. And of course the 
mother tongue is a status that cannot be cancelled, even 
if people around you continue to call it “the language of 
the enemy”. Yes, it is the language of my enemy, but the 
language is not an enemy to me. 

had much respect for Russian-language literature 
that was produced locally. They tended to prefer the 
“genuine” Russian literature that came out of Moscow 
or St Petersburg. If a Ukrainian author was published in 
Russia it was a sign of quality – a seal of approval from 
the “keeper of Russian literature”, as Russia saw itself. 
Nonetheless, Russian-language authors from outside 
the country were generally treated with a degree of 
condescension in Russia, even by their publishers. 
Such projects were often depicted as an act of 
humanitarian aid rather than an endorsement of an 
author’s talent. Writers held the a priori belief that a 
Russian-speaking author who wanted to achieve 
success and recognition must move to Russia.

After independence some well-known Russian-
language writers did make the move in search 
of fame and fortune. For example, the 
best-known Ukrainian authors of fantasy 

novels, Marina and the late Sergiy Dyachenko, were 
among the first “literary migrants”. They did not like 
Moscow, and they probably expected much more 
success. Very soon they left for New York. For many of 
those who remained in Ukraine, however, Moscow 
remained a kind of cultural fulcrum until quite recently. 
Even after the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the 
start of the war in the Donbas, some Ukrainian authors 
continued to publish their books in Moscow and 
participated in book events there. At the beginning of 
this year – just before the new phase of the Russian 
aggression – one of the best-known Russian-speaking 
Ukrainian poets, Oleksandr Kabanov, published two 
books in Moscow and took part in online 
presentations of his books for Russian readers.

It’s hard to imagine that would be so easy to do now. 
Online and in casual conversations, Ukrainian patriots 
increasingly refer to Russian as the “language of the 
enemy”. Those who endorse this rhetoric would prefer 
to ignore the fact that up to 40 per cent of Ukrainians 
speak Russian as their mother tongue. However, if some 
of them no longer want to speak Russian, many more no 
longer want to talk about it. They have gone quiet – not 
that Russian-speaking Ukrainians have ever made much 
noise about the right to speak their mother tongue, 
despite what Kremlin propaganda says. Though the 
supposed suppression of Russian was used by Moscow 
as a partial justification of the war in the Donbas, it was 
nonsense; this was a region where the Ukrainian-
speaking town of Kremenna peacefully coexisted for 
decades with Russian-speaking Rubizhne.

Yet Russian has long ceased to be the language of 
culture in Ukraine. It was and remains simply a 
convenient language for daily communication with a 
rather poor vocabulary. Until 2014 Russian pop culture 
was still prevalent in the east and south-east of Ukraine 
but since then Russian TV channels have been switched 
off and the local population, like other Russian-
speaking Ukrainians, has become less and less 
interested in Russian culture. They might not even be 
able to understand some books by Russian writers. 
Russian reality has become far removed from Ukrainian 
reality; the Russian world from the Ukrainian world.

Each time 
Ukraine has 
faced Putin’s 
aggression, 
the idea 
of losing 
Russian from 
the cultural 
landscape has 
become more 
acceptable
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“I’m all for prostitution.” “Why?” “Because 
everybody wins. It doesn’t interest me personally, 
but I think it’s a good thing.” So says the French 
author Michel Houellebecq. So there’s sex work 

sorted out for you. It’s a good thing! Still not sure? Here 
comes Good Luck to You, Leo Grande to change your 
mind, ever so gently, in the politest of terms, within the 
most appealing parameters. It’s the most acceptable 
face of whoring, not just decorously English but 
positively Anglican in its piety. At the Sundance Film 
Festival, where it was so well received, it must have 
seemed quite exotic.

It’s a two-hander, set almost entirely in a hotel room. 
Emma Thompson, the national treasure, 63, plays 
Nancy Stokes, a prim and proper retired RE teacher, 
whose husband died two years ago. Although they 
managed to have two children, now grown up and 
averagely unsatisfactory, the couple’s sex life was always 
dismal, unrewarding for Nancy and perhaps for her late 
hubby too. She has never had an orgasm or any other 
sexual partner. Now she wants to find out what she’s 
been missing, not with a man of her own age either but a 
hot young one. So she’s booked a hotel room and 
splashed out on two hours with a sex worker.

Enter Leo Grande (Daryl McCormack, 29,  
Isaiah Jesus in Peaky Blinders). She’s struck lucky! Or, 
more likely, being the careful type, has done her 
research. He’s perfect. Not just incredibly fit and 

The joy of 
 paid sex  

Emma Thompson stars 
in a touching celebration of an 
older woman’s erotic discovery  

By David Sexton

Film

Live bed show: Daryl McCormack and Emma Thompson star in Good Luck to You, Leo Grande, an “almost inadvertent paen to sex workers”
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Miners and 
murders 

By Rachel Cooke

Television

Sherwood   
BBC One, 13 June, 
9pm; now on 
catch-up James Graham’s absorbing new drama, Sherwood, 

has a richness that simply can’t be bought off the 
peg. If its plotting is intricate and imaginative, 
pretty much everything else about it seems to be 

born of experience. Graham, a playwright whose TV 
work includes Quiz and Brexit: The Uncivil War, has said 
that his series is not only based on real events, but that 
he grew up in the village where these things happened 
– and it’s this, of course, that explains Sherwood’s 
incredible sense of place (precisely the thing I find 
most often to be lacking in shows set in places other 
than London). No wonder, then, that the series of 
which it reminds me most is Sally Wainwright’s West 
Yorkshire-set Happy Valley. Yes, on the evidence of what 
I’ve seen so far, it’s that good.

Like Wainwright, Graham takes his time, carefully 
establishing both the relationships between his 
characters and the long backstory that may be crucial 
to the action. The series is set – no prizes for guessing 
– in a village in Nottinghamshire, the county where, 30 
years ago, many men continued to work during the 
long and painful miners’ strike, a decision that was 

Stars align: Lindsay Duncan and David Morrissey are part of a “stunning cast”

handsome but ridiculously charming and nice too. 
Even though Nancy has got this far, she is still beset 

with doubts, anxiously asking him if he feels 
demeaned, while accusing herself. “I’m just a seedy old 
pervert. Just go! I feel like Rolf Harris all of a sudden.” 
“Rolf Harris?” says Leo, puzzled – as he also is when 
she tells him her marriage wasn’t a furnace of passion 
that burned itself out but more like the bottom drawer 
of an Aga. “A what?” he asks.

Only when Nancy suddenly remembers the only time 
in her life she was ever aroused, when she was 20, on a 
family holiday in Greece and a waiter felt her up, does 
she melt. And then all goes well, clearly. At their second 
meeting , Nancy reads Leo a list: “1) I perform oral sex on 
you. 2) You on me. 3) A 69. 4) Me on top, 5) Doggy style.” 
“That sounds very achievable,” says Leo suavely. They 
begin to reveal their real lives to each other too.

Good Luck to You, Leo Grande, so touchingly performed 
by Thompson and McCormack and sympathetically 
directed by Sophie Hyde, was written by the earnest 
comedian Katy Brand, a former evangelical Christian.  
A great Guardian favourite, she observed in that paper in 
2014 that we are not very good at talking about sex in 
this country, but that comedians should try it and be 
prepared to take the consequences. 

So here, in the course of celebrating female pleasure, 
is this almost inadvertent paean to sex workers – or, at 
least, certain sex workers, those working for women.

The positive message is underlined a little heavily at 
times. Nancy testifies that her body is no longer the 
carcass she has been heaving around for 30 years but 
“a thing of wonder, a playground of delight, as you 
say”. Leo, she says, is “some kind of sex saint” and his 
services should be available on the local council. 
Would a man in his 60s having a girl in her 20s supplied 
to him on the same rates seem quite such a good idea? 
The film doesn’t go there at all, its only concession 
coming when Nancy asks Leo if sex work isn’t more 
dangerous for women? “It can be,” Leo grants.

Instead, the movie builds to an image that, as 
Woman’s Hour has noted, is bound to become iconic: 
Dame Emma’s first ever nude scene, looking at herself 
in a full length mirror with pleasure and acceptance at 
last, ready now to bid Leo farewell and good luck. Her 
posture deliberately recalls that of Lucas Cranach the 
Elder’s Eve in the Garden of Eden, Thompson says. As 
well as making this revolutionary display of an 
unglamorised, older woman’s body, she simultaneously 
strikes a blow for the full bush.

A lovely moment, and best understood, I think, as a 
riposte to another movie, tending the other way. In the 
popular fantasy Pretty Woman, 41-year-old mogul 
Richard Gere not only saves 23-year-old prostitute Julia 
Roberts but is saved by her. “Right after he climbed up 
the tower and rescued her, she rescued him.”

Pretty Woman ends with raucous celebration and a 
command to us all to follow suit – “This is Hollywood, 
so keep on dreaming!” The credits of Good Luck to You, 
Leo Grande just as proudly assert that it was “filmed 
entirely in Norwich”. That’s a retort too, I hope. 

“Good Luck to You, Leo Grande” is released on 17 June
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personally agonising and often quite dangerous:  
the buses in which they travelled to the pits were 
attacked; those who crossed picket lines were  
scabs, and never to be forgiven (Arthur Scargill,  
the leader of the National Union of Mineworkers, 
whose power base was further north in Yorkshire,  
said this explicitly). 

By Graham’s telling, in the decades since, memories 
have faded only a little. The past might well be a 
different country, but even so, a man’s neighbour  
may still think of him even now as a traitor, as  
someone who let his entire class down. This is, of 
course, excellent territory for a storyteller: textured, 
but also sealed off. Grudges are held as tightly as  
pint glasses. The police are treated with suspicion. 
London, in all its nefariousness, might as well be  
Rome, or Kuala Lumpur. 

Early on, a character – I’m trying to avoid spoilers – 
is murdered, an arrow fired from a crossbow into  
his head. This man, once a striker, had long seemed 
like an anachronism even down at the Miners’  
Welfare Club. He talked of Tories in the old way, 
irrespective of the falling of the Red Wall; the word 
scab was never far from his lips. But who killed him? 
There are so many suspects. In the days after his  
death, various of his associates – a man he met at a 
wedding, his solicitor – also have arrows fired at them. 
Naturally, attention turns to a local criminal family, the 
Sparrows, one of whose businesses is a ramshackle 
archery range (another is home-made ketamine). In  
the background, however, there is his history. What 
happened to him in 1984? Why was he falsely accused 
of an attack on a scab, and who then made this charge 
disappear? Do these things have any bearing at all on 
his death? 

Sherwood has a stunning cast. Every seriously 
brilliant character actor you can think of is here:  
Alun Armstrong, Robert Glenister, Lorraine 
Ashbourne, Claire Rushbrook, Pip Torrens. David 
Morrissey is on fine semi-smirking form as the DCS 
who investigates the case, and Lesley Manville is (as 
ever) wonderfully understated as a grandmother with 
a Rod Hull and Emu fetish. I love Kevin Doyle as a 
retired miner (and former scab) who struggles to 
breathe; special plaudits, too, to Adeel Akhtar, as a 
lonely train driver. 

Such actors are gold for Graham and his director, 
Lewis Arnold, but they’re helped hugely by Sherwood’s 
script, which comes with such specificity in terms of 
social class, jobs, attitudes, and the way people  
speak (everyone says “duck”). There is a rightness  
here that I find moving. Graham has written a crime 
drama, and it’s gripping in all the usual ways. But  
what makes it special is the portrait at its heart  
of one small place and all the people in it. His story 
grows out of theirs, and it’s a good, even gorgeous 
thing. As I watched, I thought all the time of where I 
grew up: the ginnels and the commons, the family that 
had one too many broken down cars outside their 
farmhouse. In Sherwood, I recognise everything. Its 
universality – the holy grail of any decent writer – lies 
in its very detail. 

How the FBI  
seized power   
By Rachel Cunliffe

Radio

The People vs  
J Edgar Hoover 
BBC Radio 4, 
weekdays, 
1.45pm; available 
on catch-up

I had never heard of the 1971 burglary of the FBI 
offices in the United States that exposed the 
nefarious practices of the bureau’s director, J Edgar 
Hoover, and was perhaps even more consequential 

than the Watergate scandal a year later. I don’t mind 
admitting this, because Emily Maitlis – the former 
Newsnight presenter – says that she hadn’t heard of it 
either. With the help of some notable guests (including 
the burglars themselves), her eight-part series for 
Radio 4 centres on the man who ran the FBI for nearly 
five decades, under eight presidents, and who many 
consider the architect of the US’s deep state. 

We won’t come to the burglary until episode five – 
and there’s a lot to get through before then. The story 
begins in 1919: an era of anarchy, of organised crime, 
and of the “Red Scare”. Hoover, an ambitious clerk in the 
US Department of Justice, is promoted aged 24 to head 
up a new division monitoring left-wing radicals. He 
swiftly moves up to run the Bureau of Investigation 
(soon to become the FBI), and by the 1930s is a 
household name – the escapades of his agents lionised 
by Hollywood films. A high-profile showdown (possibly 
staged) with a notorious gangster cements his 
reputation in the popular imagination and ensures 
Hoover will never have to face serious congressional 
scrutiny again. For the next 35 years his influence grows, 
until he is making presidents wait and rewriting 
American history with the help of his secret police.  

This is a story about unaccountable power, and the 
inability of creaking political structures to react when 
institutions take on an agenda of their own. But it’s 
also a story about data. “Hoover, in his own analogue 
way, launched the information age,” Maitlis explains. 
By gathering information on anyone who could be a 
potential threat or asset to him, an unelected 
bureaucrat became one of the most powerful men in 
the land. “Today, Americans are continuing to wrestle 
with Hoover’s ghost,” we are told in episode one. So 
who holds that power now? And is there anything the 
rest of us can do about it? 

His influence 
grows until he 
is making 
presidents 
wait and 
rewriting 
American 
history with 
the help of his 
secret police
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YES, IT’S A  
CRYING SHAME… 

T: 01483 279000   E: info@hurtwood.net 

hurtwoodhouse.com

…that she left it too late to apply for Hurtwood 
House, because it’s simply the best for acting, 
dancing, singing, film-making – “A utopia for 
creative minds” – as the Good Schools  
Guide says.

And crucially, this exciting school is equally 
successful academically. In fact, it’s statistically 
one of the top co-ed boarding schools in the UK.

So, if you’re looking for a really exciting and 
rewarding change of school at 16 – don’t leave 
it too late. 

Contact Cosmo Jackson or visit our website for 
more information.
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As a child, I was taught to believe that, unlike 
humans, animals were not intelligent in the 
usual sense. Instead they “obeyed” instinct, 
each blindly following a limited, hardwired 

behavioural rule set, according to its specific character 
and needs. It was all mechanical, there was no thought, 
no freedom of choice, no judgement. 

Since then, happily, our thinking about the natural 
world has become more sophisticated. We have  
begun to see that the other animals are more actively 
intelligent than we thought – as evidenced by a  
recent paper (published in Current Biology) by 
researchers from Exeter University, who concluded 

Every day the natural world 
reveals its intelligence, but 

humans choose to ignore it

Nature

John Burnside

2022+25 053 Nature.indd   532022+25 053 Nature.indd   53 14/06/2022   12:37:1414/06/2022   12:37:14



54 The New Statesman  |  17-23 June 2022

AL
EX

 B
RE

N
C

H
LE

Y

This England

Each printed entry receives a £5 
book token. Entries to comp@
newstatesman.co.uk or on a 
postcard to This England.
This column – which, though 
named after a line in 
Shakespeare’s “Richard II”, refers 
to the whole of Britain – has run in 
the NS since 1934.

New cod on the block
A chip shop in Coventry is 
attracting visitors from across 
the world after becoming a 
sensation on TikTok. People 
have travelled from the US, 
Australia and France to sample 
the now-famous £4.99 Morbius 
meal deal – fish and chips, 
mushy peas and a can of pop – 
at Binley Mega Chippy. 

The chip shop became 
famous after a customer’s Tik 
Tok video – with a catchy jingle 
repeating its name – received 
millions of views. Mashtab 
Brady, 28, of Derby, said: “It was 
like travelling to Mecca. It’s a 
bang average chippy, but that’s 
what’s so funny.”
Metro (Jenny Woodhouse)

A royal corgithon
Ten dogs took part in the first 
“corgi derby” as part of 
celebrations for the Queen’s 
Platinum Jubilee. 

The corgis, the Queen’s 
favourite breed of dog, took to 
the track at Musselburgh 
Racecourse in a close race. 
Nine-year-old Paddy, a 
distant relative of one of the 
Queen’s corgis, was among 
the competitors.
Edinburgh Evening News 
(Kate McIntosh)

Trapped in the past
History fans Lisa Fletcher and 
her husband Neil are having 
a blast living in the past. 
They decorated their home 
with 1930s flair, down to the 
lino, light switches, doorknobs 
and cabinets. They cook 
their meals on a 1929 Jackson 
enamel cooker, and they eat 
from a 1930s dinner service. 

Lisa said: “Everything in 
our home has a history. If I 
woke up tomorrow and it 
was all modern, I’d lock myself 
in a cupboard and refuse to 
come out.”
Daily Mirror (Daragh Brady)

that roosting jackdaws deliberate together for a 
considerable time about when to take to the air en 
masse, the entire flock actively debating through 
their calls. 

“It’s really quite a spectacular thing,” one Exeter 
team member notes. “You have this sudden build-up 
of intensity of the calls. And then from one moment 
to the next, the sky just fills with black birds.” The 
conclusion seems to be that, during these communal 
deliberations, the jackdaws vote on their best course 
of action. 

That such collective decision-making betokens 
intelligence is hard to deny, but jackdaws are not 
unique. Throughout the biosphere an integral 
intelligence is evident, from the emergent order of 
swarming bees to the ways that gorillas manage 
grief. Why humans so often choose to overlook this 
intelligence is mysterious. Perhaps it has something 
to do with the monotheistic roots of our culture; 
perhaps it is simply the arrogance of an industrial 
imperium for which everything – from a bird, to a 
forest, to an ocean – is merely raw material. But what 
we are missing is crucial. Intelligence literally inheres in 
nature – though to say so is not to insist on some 
simplistic argument-by-design. If we pay attention to 
how it works, we see that natural intelligence is 
emergent: spontaneous, expressive, often surprising. 
And it really is everywhere.

The error of industrial cultures, however, is to 
mistake a specific and limited cleverness, as evinced 
by certain types of human entrepreneurship, for 
intelligence. But these two conditions are like chalk 
and cheese. Cleverness knows what it ought to know 
and shows itself accordingly. Intelligence, on the 

other hand, is an open-ended process of enquiry and 
revelation, of making connections, of constant, 
purposeful invention.

Take the Arctic Poppy. This delicate little plant is 
a denizen of the exposed, stony spaces of the far 
north. That close to the pole, the growing season 
is short, which means that the Arctic Poppy must 
get itself pollinated, set seed and ripen in an 
inordinately short span before the season turns. 
To achieve this, it has evolved a complex, carefully 
engineered flower stem, one that allows the bloom 
to turn constantly, hungrily following the midnight 
sun around the sky, missing not one jot of its light 
and warmth. Other flower stems cannot do this 
– but then, they do not need to. As a response to its 
environment, this one poppy has developed an 
extraordinary piece of green engineering, resulting in 
a structure much admired for its strength and flexibility 
by human artificers. 

It could be argued that such a wonder has come 
about through evolution – which it undoubtedly has 
– but that only raises the question of what we mean 
by the term. Surely it is as dogmatic to insist that 
evolution is all chance as it is to insist upon an 
external creator. Why not consider the idea that 
everything in nature is consequent upon an inherent 
intelligence that, though it is mysterious to us, need 
not be supernatural, on the one hand, or purely 
random on the other? 

Every day, the jackdaws, the poppies and everything 
else that lives alongside us reveals that, as a species, we 
are not just coming up with the wrong answers, but 
that we are asking the wrong questions about what we 
mean by intelligent life. 
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In recent years, several concepts have become widely 
accepted as markers of a healthier lifestyle. The goal 
of five portions of fruit and veg a day helps shape 
dietary norms. Ten thousand daily steps has become 

a target for physical activity. Body mass index (BMI) is 
increasingly familiar as an indication of appropriate 
weight. Yet we have no comparable benchmark by 
which to gauge our lifestyle in terms of mental health.

That might be set to change thanks to the ubiquity 
of the smartphone. Academics such as Jean Twenge 
in the US have been describing escalating rates of 
loneliness, sadness and suicidal ideation among 
American teenagers since 2010 (roughly when the 
meteoric trajectory of smartphone ownership passed 
50 per cent of the population). Through its Mental 
Health Million project, the non-profit organisation 
Sapien Labs has confirmed this mental distress to be 
a global trend, principally affecting 18- to 24-year-olds 
in all 34 countries studied, from India to the UK, 
independent of national economic factors.

What seems to be happening is a degradation 
of the “social self” – a composite measure that 
encompasses how we view ourselves, and how we form 
and maintain relationships: in essence, how we fit in to 
the fabric of society. Sapien Labs assesses the social 
self as one of six facets in its Mental Health Quotient 
(MHQ) tool, administered as an online questionnaire. 
Individuals with a stunted social self typically report 
low self-worth, poor self-image and confidence, 
obsessive thoughts centred around relationship issues, 
feelings of distress or disconnection or hopelessness, 
and sometimes suicidal thoughts. The common 
factor internationally appears to be online life. The 
generation now reaching young adulthood is the first 

to have grown up with near ubiquitous access to 
smartphones and tablets, and surveys estimate they 
currently average seven hours online daily.

According to Dr Tara Thiagarajan, the chief 
scientist at Sapien Labs, the problem is not digital 
interaction per se, but what is being lost due to time 
spent glued to screens. We learn who we are and how 
to behave – how to cooperate, compete, care, 
negotiate, assert, compromise, empathise – as well as 
our sense of self-worth and how we fit in to society, 
through countless encounters and relationships. 
Thiagarajan estimates that a young person a 
generation ago would have spent 15,000 to 25,000 
hours in personal contact with peers and family. 
Based on current levels of time spent online, she 
suspects that the average 18-year-old today will 
have had no more than 5,000 hours of face-to-face 
interaction during their entire childhood.

Social media involves much interpersonal 
communication, of course, and sometimes leads to 
friendships with people who would never have been 
encountered “in real life”. But the human brain and 
mind have evolved to flourish in a milieu of constant, 
real-time, in-person interaction: facial expression, body 
language, eye contact, tone of voice, pupillary size; to 
say nothing of the power of touch, or linguistic 
nuances. Our brains are replete with networks of mirror 
neurons that continually reconstruct other people’s 
postures and movements imaginatively to acquire and 
develop numerous abilities, not least empathy.

The digital revolution has been astoundingly rapid, 
and we have been blindsided by the addictive nature of 
the online experience and how it has consumed our 
young. The ever stronger signals of its downsides 
should lead to reappraisal. Readily measurable through 
the MHQ, the social self, according to Thiagarajan, is a 
new benchmark for mental well-being – something with 
which schools can monitor the effectiveness of their 
personal-development curricula, regulators can deploy 
in negotiations with the technology sector, and parents 
can consider when determining what life is like at home. 
Thiagarajan believes it’s unhelpful simply to limit screen 
time; rather it’s about creating the opportunities and 
time for children to engage in “real life”’ pursuits – 
including simply “hanging out” with friends. Presumably, 
though, without them bringing their phones. 

Time spent online is not 
damaging the young – but 
what it costs in “real life” is

What is 
happening 
seems to be a 
degradation 
of the “social 
self ” – how we 
view ourselves 
and form 
relationships

Health Matters

Dr Phil Whitaker
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Back from my week in the country and I have a 
correction to last week’s column to make. In it,  
I referred to the cat I was looking after with the 
following words: “Tybalt is not exactly a loving 

or affectionate cat to anyone except A—,” A— being  
the person I was tending the cat for. I am very happy  
to report that as it turned out, Tybalt realised fairly 
quickly which side his bread was buttered on, or  
which dish his Sheba went in, and from pretty much 
the first evening he decided that I was more  
or less acceptable. 

He also worked out I was a sucker, and one day 
made it as clear as he could that there was no 
theoretical upper limit to the number of sachets of 
food he could eat at a sitting. I sent a message to 
A— asking what the upper limit actually was and she 
said, “One, but then I’m not trying to bribe him,” and  
as I read it I heard the unmistakable sound of a cat  
who has had too much Sheba throwing up in  
various parts of the kitchen. It was really quite an 
impressive amount, far more than I’d put in him, but at 
least he did it on the kitchen’s slate floor rather than 
anywhere carpeted.

After that, we both learned our lessons. I stopped 
doling out the cupboard love and he realised I wasn’t 
such a soft touch any more. Besides, he goes off during 
the day to the house over the road and I have a 
suspicion that he doesn’t just go there to look cute. I 
caught him in their driveway while I was taking the 
rubbish out and he looked at me and froze, as if to say, 
“I am not going to the neighbours like a guilty cat. Now 
please stop looking at me while I, er, don’t go into this 
house. At all.” It hurt a bit, I have to admit. Not as much 
as when one discovers the infidelity of a partner, but to 

think that the night before he had been sitting on my 
lap in front of the fire and purring like a Rolls-Royce.

But once again, I find myself asking: why do I love 
the countryside so much? I wasn’t bored for a second, 
once I’d opened the first bottle of wine. And even 
before then A— has an excellent library so there’s no 
excuse. I even found a copy of my 2012 book The 
Nolympics, which puts her in, shall we say, a highly 
select group of individuals. I think more people have 
walked on the moon than bought it, perhaps because 
of the staggeringly useless publicity firm hired by my 
publisher, but I had a look at it again and it really 
wasn’t that bad. 

One or two of its predictions were a bit off. As a 
day-by-day account of the London Olympics, I found 
myself obliged to consider London’s mayor at the  
time, Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson, and when I 
got to the page where I declared that the good people 
of this country would never elect a clown to be prime 
minister, I winced a bit. In my defence, he had only 
recently been winched down from his ludicrous 
adventure with the zipwire in Victoria Park in east 
London, and Britain, or England, was a much nicer 
place than it is now. (Incidentally, I know why  
he got stuck on that zipwire: he lied about his weight 
when he was getting harnessed up. This is actually 
true, but I suppose it doesn’t come as a surprise  
to anyone.)

But back to the countryside. It was surprisingly rich 
in incident. I stepped into a pond. A dog came in and 
scoffed all of Tybalt’s food (without being sick). I tried 
to rescue a bee but it managed to fly out unaided. It 
was all go. Soothingly, the view across the rolling land 
went, uninterrupted, to the horizon; the bees buzzed 
among the petals; red kites circled the fields for prey; 
and when it rained, there were logs for the fire. And of 
course a cat to go on my lap with it. The last time I was 
there I’d had the use of a bike but that has now gone; 
but a mile-long walk to the village shop in Stanton St 
John is hardly a chore. I went there to stock up on the 
essentials I had gone through rather quicker than 
expected – wine, bacon and eggs – and the lady at the 
counter said, very cheerily, “Hello again!”

“That’s very impressive,” I said. “I haven’t been here 
for four years.”

“Well,” she said, “We don’t get very many casuals 
here.” Casuals? I suppose it’s nicer than “grockles”  
or “f***ing Londoners”. And she added, “also, I 
sometimes read your … thing”. By “thing” I strongly 
suspect she means the thing you are reading now. I 
must say I kind of like “… thing”. It stops one from 
getting big-headed, and is as accurate a term as you 
could hope for. The three dots before the word “thing” 
are crucial. “Column” suggests something statuary, 
impressive, monumental, like something that the 
Emperor Trajan would put up in Rome after  
a good day. You know, as written by real columnists 
such as Adrian Chiles and Sarah Vine. I think there  
should be a new category at the UK Press Gazette 
Awards: “ … Thing Writer of the Year”, and although I 
know the competition will be stiff, I think I might be in 
with a chance. 

A vomiting cat and a reader, 
of sorts, in the village shop. 

Country life isn’t dull

“We don’t 
get many 
casuals here.” 
Casuals? I 
suppose it’s 
nicer than 
“grockles” 
or “f***ing 
Londoners”

Down and Out

Nicholas Lezard
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So my book about nostalgia has been published. 
What began as a note I tapped into my phone 
as I walked home from my agent’s office in 
autumn 2019, and became my day job over two 

years, three house moves and as many lockdowns, is 
out in the world. Now what?

Part of me feels like I’ve joined a club. When will it feel 
normal to walk into a bookshop and see a book that I 
have written alongside other proper, undeniable books? 
I get a little thrill every time someone messages to say 
they’re reading it – or, better still, sends a surreptitious 
picture of a copy on a stranger’s table in a café.

It was wonderful, after the Zoom years, to have 
a week of proper, people-in-a-room events. My little 
tour ends at Charleston Festival, held in what was the 
Sussex hideaway of the Bloomsbury set. It is one of the 
loveliest places I have ever visited. Speakers are given a 
tour of the house before we take to the stage, and I am 
so mesmerised by its gentle perfection that I forget 
that I had been feeling anxious about these events, 
after so long out of practice. The next day, I wake early 
and walk around Lewes as the sun begins to burn away 
the dawn haze, thinking: I could get used to this.

And then I get home, and feel almost the worst 
I have ever felt in my life. You know those moments 
when you are floored by an anticlimax you really 
hadn’t been expecting? I always do better when there’s 
something specific to anticipate, a goal or deadline to 
make clear where and when to fit everything else in, and 
suddenly I am, it seems to me, completely directionless.

In truth, with the very notable exception of the book, 
it’s been an awful year. But even accounting for the 
circumstances, I can’t explain why I feel so blankly 
miserable. It’s not just that after the first lockdown 

I gave up on finding another house-share in London or 
Cambridge, and moved into a place of my own in a quiet 
Nottinghamshire town, away from my friends – and then 
was broken up with. (I have taken that loss, of someone 
with whom my world shrank to a conspiracy of two over 
the months of isolation, very badly.) Or that, now the 
novelty of hosting people for weekends is wearing off, 
I’m left wondering how you find a new community in the 
world of remote working. And it’s not just the feeling of 
occupying an uneasy summer, sandwiched between 
hellish pandemic times and what looks set to be the 
coldest and hungriest winter in most people’s memories. 
Though, to be sure, none of this is helping.

I begin to put a name to it when I spend a night with 
a friend, where I am introduced to her new flatmate, and 
we have the kind of evening I have missed terribly – 
drinking wine with people you love, and people you are 
pleased to meet, and finding reasons to agree with each 
other enthusiastically. I’m not sure I’ve come to terms 
with the new reality we find ourselves in. It seems a little 
too normal to be normal. I wonder if we are all giving 
a convincing performance of coping, more or less.

It bubbles up slowly, behind the conversational 
chemistry: this feeling that Covid has knocked us all 
off the trajectories we had imagined for ourselves; 
that we have all been marked as individuals by the 
experience of the past few years, in ways we have not 
gathered up into shared understanding. Everything 
changed and nothing changed, and now where are the 
stories we tell to make sense of things? Where are the 
larger narratives to grip on to?

Maybe I haven’t processed it myself. I have changed, 
profoundly, in recent months, in ways I can’t fully 
articulate. I had thought I was a pretty self-aware 
person, someone who was in touch with their emotions, 
and now I realise that we are always outpacing our 
self-awareness – changing in ways that make us strange 
to ourselves – and catching up again. I think of the 
Derek Walcott poem, “Love After Love” – the you that 
greets you at your own door, and sits down to eat. 
“Give wine. Give bread. Give back your heart to itself…”

So I resolve to get to know myself again. I start 
writing a diary. 

Tracey Thorn is on sabbatical

After two years of strange 
isolation, I realise I don’t 

know myself any more

Off the Record

Hannah Rose Woods

The evening 
seems a little 
too normal 
to be normal. 
I wonder if we 
are all giving 
a convincing 
performance 
of coping
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Solutions are presented in 
alphabetical order in each of 
the word lengths.

15-lettered solutions
Adult playgroup (8,7)
Ripping along quickly? (2,1,7,5)
It has more than a passing  
 attraction (9,6)
Dozy person in business with  
 another (8,7)

9-lettered solutions
Holiday express food
Drink up endlessly grounds first  
 from drinks container (6,3)
Fruit in a shell? (4-5)
United entering assorted  
 circular courses
Eccentric ready, go with this  
 ticket (3,6)
Belittle Sidney turning up  
 with soldier, say, also  
 turning up
Record one of us being taken  
 in by wader, it only lasts  
 for a day
Most foolish despite  
 everything else

Answers to crossword 587 of 10 June 2022
Across 1) Crome 4) Paperback 9) Police dog 10) Bathe 11) Darts 12) Lotus-Land 13) Bloomed  
15) Enfield 18) Whatnot 20) Morisco 21) Magic wand 23) Bambi 25) Satan 26) Guillemot  
27) Cupressus 28) Share Down 1) Cupid’s bow 2) Ogler 3) Exciseman 4) Paddled 5) Pightle  
6) Robes 7) Ant-eaters 8) Knead 14) Orange-tip 16) Fire-balls 17) Doolittle 19) Tear gas  
20) Middies 21) Music 22) Congé 24) Mamma

Please email ellys.woodhouse@newstatesman.co.uk if you would like to be featured

Answers to crossword 36 of  
10 June 2022
Across 1) Par 4) Lyme 8) Aces  
10) Meat 11) Last calls 13) Ice lolly 
14) Uno 15) Recycled 20) Midi  
21) Lido 22) Amol 23) Oman  
24) PSG 25) Tame Down 1) Pal  
2) Acai 3) Rescue dog 4) LMAO  
5) Yell 6) Mall 7) Etsy 9) Stencil  
12) Cloy 15) Rims 16) Clot 17) Lima  
18) Edam 19) Done 20) Map

This week’s solutions will be 
published in the next issue

Across
1 Countess of Wessex
7 Forgiving
8 2021 US Open winner Emma
9 Lamps that are lit for Diwali
10 Patriarch
11 Harrow alternative
12 Land measure
13 Sat ___ (guidance system) 
14 Pokes
15 Polish sites? 
17 Turned up
18 They can be curled or batted

Time renegade has to publish  
 back at restaurant
Nutrias we disturbed were  
 least cautious
At which point our nephew  
 cracked up
Great excitement to go round  
 during violent weather

5-lettered solutions
Workman trained to go  
 round cavities
African veto on union leaders
Lawyer took tea to the house
Drugged perhaps
Unofficial receiver
Part of memorabilia could be  
 connected with Troy
More tranquil-sounding destiny
Intended yours truly to  
 meet worker
She came up between nine  
 and eleven
Attempt to find way to make  
 appointment
Cereal that which contains  
 energy 
Relict found aperture was  
 not new

Down
1 Four-door car
2 Great responsibility
3 Snap
4 Sinus illness
5 Fergus Henderson fare
6 Practice pieces
7 Stays at an airport
8 “Your Song” artist
9 ___ dam
12 Ram in the sky
14 Apply macadam, say
16 US medical research org  

The NS Cryptic Crossword 588:  
Birds of a Feather by Simon

Subscriber of the Week:  
Jane Richardson

The NS Crossword In Brief 37:  
by Hoang-Kim Vu

What do you do?
Retired teacher, and volunteer 
at the local food bank.
Where do you live?
Brawby, North Yorkshire.
Do you vote?
Always – people died for 
the right to do so.
How long have you been 
a subscriber?
Six years.
What made you start?
The convenience (living 
seven miles from a shop).
Is the NS bug in the family? 
Husband reads his digitally.
What pages do you flick to first?
The Back Pages, then the 
weightier, in-depth articles.
How do you read yours?
Through the week, and when 

having a haircut – hoping to 
“spread the word”.
What would you like to see more of 
in the NS? 
Comparisons of progressive 
good practice across nations 

– in areas such as health, 
care of the elderly, 

preschool education. 
Who are your favourite  
NS writers? 
Katie Stallard, Gary 

Younge, Jason Cowley.
Who would you put on the 

cover of the NS?
Jack Monroe.
With which political figure would 
you least like to be stuck in a lift?
Priti Patel.
The New Statesman is… 
Stimulating; a good read.
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A swing to Labour
Voting intentions of constituents casting 
ballots in the Wakefield by-election 

Con     Lab     Lib Dem     Other

How does the UK compare to the rest of the world?

GDP 
forecast 
for 2022 (%)

Inflation rate 
(CPI, %)

Most recent 
unemploy-
ment rate 
(%)

Petrol prices 
($/litre)

Average 
yearly 
wages (US$)

Most recent 
youth unem-
ployment 
rate (% of 
under 25s)

Great Britain 3.7 9.0 3.7 2.19 47,147.0 11.3
Brazil 0.8 11.7 11.2 1.51 20,213.0 –
Canada 3.9 6.7 5.2 1.78 55,342.0 10.1
China 4.4 2.1 5.8 1.45 – –
France 2.9 5.2 7.4 2.26 45,580.0 16.3
Germany 2.1 7.9 2.9 2.08 53,745.0 5.5
Italy 2.3 6.9 8.5 2.11 37,769.0 24.5
Japan 2.4 2.5 2.6 1.24 38,514.0 4.0
Russia -8.5 17.1 4.1 0.84 – –
Spain 4.8 8.7 13.3 2.22 37,922.0 29.6
US 3.2 8.3 3.6 1.33 69,391.0 8.2

State of the Nati  n
Highlights from the NS's online data hub

The waiting room 
Time in weeks between referral and treatment for NHS patients in England

Britain Elects: Westminster voting intentions
How popular is the Labour Party compared to the Conservative Party?

SOURCES: IMF; OECD; GLOBAL PETROL PRICES

SOURCE: ONS

SOURCE: NHS ENGLANDSOURCE: SURVATION

Land of opportunity? 
Unemployment rate by 
parliamentary constituency

In association with

SOURCE: BRITAIN ELECTS
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Nedum Onuoha was born in Nigeria in 
1986 and brought up in Manchester.  
He made his professional football debut 
playing for Manchester City aged 17, 
while studying for his A-levels. 

What’s your earliest memory?
Walking with my sister to and from primary 
school. Looking back I’m not sure it was 
the best idea: it was an inner-city area with 
dangers we were too young to notice.

Who are your heroes?
The Brazilian footballer Ronaldo Luís 
Nazário de Lima. Just when my love for  
the game was growing, it felt like he was 
the best player in the world. Now my 
heroes are my parents. I have three 
children of my own, so I understand the 
sacrifices they made to give me and my  

three sisters the chance to make something 
of ourselves.

What book last changed your thinking?
Freakonomics by Steven Levitt and  
Stephen J Dubner. It made me more 
curious about the world because it 
explains the hidden side of aspects of  
life that we think we already know and 
understand, such as the socio-economic 
patterns of children’s names.

Which political figure do you look up to?
Nelson Mandela. My footballing career 
afforded me the opportunity to meet him 
in 2009 on a trip to South Africa. Never  
did I think I’d share a room with one of  
the most consequential people in history,  
a man whose selflessness inspired myself 
and millions of others.

What would be your “Mastermind”  
specialist subject?
Statements that people say about 
footballers that really aren’t true. No, we 
aren’t all obsessed with money. No, we 
don’t all drive Ferraris. No, we can actually 
string two sentences together. Sometimes.

In which time and place, other than your own, 
would you like to live?
I’d like to go back and live in Nigeria, my 
place of birth, in the Seventies or Eighties, 
to see what made my parents who they are.

What TV show could you not live without?
I don’t watch a lot of TV but I do spend a 
fair bit of time on YouTube. I love the 
creativity that you find there.

Who would paint your portrait?
My good friend Amy Searles. I trust her to 
make miracles of this face of mine.

What’s your theme tune?
Gang Starr’s “Family and Loyalty”, 
featuring J Cole.

What’s the best piece of advice you’ve  
ever received?
My parents asking: “Are you sure?” There 
were so many times as a child when  
I thought I had all the answers. As an adult, 
I ask myself this, and more often than not 
the answer is no. It’s helped me to become 
a critical thinker.

What’s currently bugging you?
Manchester Airport. I’m going away with 
my wife soon and it looks like we may have 
to arrive three or four hours before the 
flight just to clear security in time.

What single thing would make your life better?
A lifetime’s supply of chocolate digestives.

When were you happiest?
Any time that I’ve been somewhere new 
with my family on holiday.

In another life, what job might you  
have chosen?
Likely a frustrated accountant. I was doing 
a course with the Chartered Institute of 
Management Accounts while playing in the 
Premier League. I can’t say I enjoyed it but 
it made sense at the time. 

Are we all doomed?
Yes, so make sure you enjoy life while you 
have it. 

“Kicking Back” by Nedum Onuoha is 
published by Biteback

The NS Q&A

“Never did I think I’d meet 
Nelson Mandela”

Nedum Onuoha,  
former footballer
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