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Real stories_
beautifully told.

Long form, insightful content to take time 
over and savour, in a beautiful package.

Page after page of high-quality journalism and 
stunning photography, and no advertising.

All profits go to Big Issue North, changing 
lives for people who have the least

An annual subscription to The New Issue costs £40.
To subscribe to The New Issue, or for more information, visit www.newissue.co.uk

The New Issue is made from the same 
team who make Big Issue North. 
Although it is sold directly to readers,  
all our profits go to enabling us to do 
more to support our vendors, and to 
create more opportunities for people  
not currently earning an income, and 
facing homelessness and vulnerable 
living situations. 
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Thank you for 
your continued 
support at this 
difficult time

When non-essential businesses reopened 
across the UK on the 15th of June, we 
were delighted to welcome the first of our 
vendors back to work. These were people 
who are not shielding and do not live with 
anyone who is, and we only reopened pitches 
where social distancing can be maintained.

The safety of our vendors and customers 
was our top priority, so we have provided 
each of our vendors with hand sanitiser, 
PPE, including gloves, a mask and a visor, 
and a contactless payment device. We have 
also purchased ID for vendors who did not 
previously have any, allowing them to accept 
contactless payments.

These are long-term investments, allowing 
our vendors to increase their earnings in 
our increasingly cashless society, and to use 
their ID to apply for new accommodation, 
education and employment, all with the 
support of our staff.

For vendors who are still shielding, our 
hardship fund will be available for as long as 
they need it to cover their cost of living until 
they can safely return to work.

Without your incredible generosity, this 
would not be possible. If you would like to 
help, please complete and return the form 
below, or text BINORTH to 70970 to give £5.

Thank you.

‘I want to support the Big Issue North Trust to help vendors through Coronavirus

Please accept my donation of £5   £10    £20    £50     £100      Other

Name:

Address

Postcode:

Telephone no. Email:

I enclose a cheque made out to Big Issue in the North Trust 

Please contact me about making a standing order 

Please debit my credit / debit card with the above amount  

Card Number:

Start Date: Expiry Date: Issue no: (Switch)

Security code: (Last three numbers on the back of your card)

Please sign here:

Gift Aid - Make Every £1 worth £1.28
If you are a UK taxpayer and would like the Big Issue North Trust to reclaim the tax on 
all donations you have made as well as future donations, please tick here  [  ] 
You must pay at least as much UK income tax and/or capital gains tax (for the year of the 
donation) as the amount that will be claimed by us and any other charities and CASCs you 
donate to. Please remember to notify us if you no longer pay income tax (or capital gains tax).

How to donate
Post: Please complete this form 
and return it to: Big Issue North 
Trust, 463 Stretford Road, 
Manchester, M16 9AB.
Online: visit www.easydonate.org 
/HARDSHIP.
Mobile: Text BINORTH to 70201 to 
give £1, 70331 to give £3, 70970 to 
give £5 or 70191 to give £10
Telephone: Call 0161 871 2608 
to donate by credit or debit card 
or to set up a standing order to 
donate regularly.
Thank you for your donation
The Big Issue North Trust is a registered 
charity (number 1056041)

TRUST

When you donate to Big Issue North Trust, 
we’d love to keep in touch with you to tell 
you about the difference you’ve made to 
our vendors. If you’re happy for us to do 
this, please tick here. 
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VENDORS

Readers got two rappers for the 
price of one in Big Issue North 
10 years ago this week, with 
Professor Green representing the 
UK and Raekwon talking about 
US outfit Wu-Tang Clan’s latest 
reunion. Evergreen activist Peter 
Tatchell was ruing the injuries 
sustained during his human rights 
struggles that prevented him from 
standing at the general election – 
but now had the Pope in his sights 
because of his opposition to 
women’s rights, contraception and 
just about everything. And we had 
a bracing guide to the best wild 
swimming spots in the north.

ABOUT US

Big Issue North is a business 
solution to a social problem. 
Vendors buy this magazine for 
£1.25 and sell it for £2.50, keeping 
the profit they make. Vendors 
also receive support from our 
Trust charity (visit justgiving.com/
bigissuenorth to donate).

Vendors selling Big Issue North 
must abide by the code of conduct 
– a set of rules governing how they 
work. Visit bigissuenorth.com to 
find out more. 

If you have a comment about a 
vendor, please call your nearest 
main office:

MANCHESTER
0161 831 5550 

LIVERPOOL 
0151 294 3013 

LEEDS 
0113 243 9027 

SHEFFIELD 
0114 263 6064

SARA, SAINSBURY’S, SOUTHPORT

Tell us a bit about yourself.
I have sold the magazine for a year and I am  
20 years old. I am from Romania and I have 
lived in the UK for five years.

How have the last few months been?
It was really bad because I couldn’t go to work 
and it was really boring in the house. Life was 
hard because I had no money.

How did you keep busy during the lockdown?
I have my children so they kept me very busy!

Where do you live?
I live in a house in Liverpool with my two 
children. And I live with my mum, so she 
helps me. My children are two and five. 

How do you feel about coming back to sell  
the magazine?
It is great to be back. I am really happy. It’s 
good to see that my customers still know me 
and that they were happy to see me. I feel safe 
selling the magazine. I believe in Jesus and I 
am not worried.

Why did you start selling the magazine?
I started selling because I did not have a job 
and I could not get work. Then I heard about 

the magazine and I heard that you could just 
start work here and that all you needed was 
some money to buy magazines and a badge 
from the office so I started this job and I tried  
it and it was really good. I like speaking to 
people and getting friendly with them.

Why did you come to the UK?
In Romania there are no jobs and even if you 
get a job you get nothing for it. I came to the  
UK with my mum and with my baby for a 
better life because I heard there was work  
here. Now England is my home. 

What do you hope for in the future?
I hope that I will be good with my kids and that 
I have everything for them and have money for 
them and everything they need. And I hope for 
them to be safe and well.

Do you have a message for your customers?
I want to say thanks to them because they  
have been good and friendly to me and every 
time they see me they have smiled and laughed 
and said how nice it is to see me back on  
my pitch. I have missed them and it is good  
to be back. 

INTERVIEW: CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN

‘I have missed my customers. It’s good to be back’
FROM 10 YEARS AGO

£1 of cover price goes to the vendor.
Please buy from badged vendors only.WORKING NOT BEGGING · NO.834 · 26 JULY - 1 AUGUST 2010 · £2.00

Professor Green
A rapper’s education

Peter Tatchell:
activist’s new fight

Wu-Tang Clan:
reunion worth watching

Wild swimming in 
lakes and rivers

BITN 834_01:BITN 747_01 (Cover)  23/7/10  12:46  Page 1

Read more Q&As in the Vendor Stories section of bigissuenorth.com
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Geisha cannot work 
under Covid guidelines

Many niche Japanese 
arts are in danger 

TRADITION UNDER THREAT 
I came – so many I couldn’t 
remember their names. But 
times changed,” Ikuko, now 
80, said. Only 20 remain, 
and there aren’t enough 
engagements to take on new 
apprentices, especially now.

Customers wary 
Coronavirus-induced austerity 
has slashed expense accounts, 
and many people remain 
wary of spending hours in the 
elegant but closed traditional 
rooms where geisha entertain.

Engagements are down 
95 per cent and come with 
new rules: no pouring drinks 
for customers or touching 
them even to shake hands, 
and sitting two metres apart. 
Masks are hard to wear with 
their elaborate wigs, so they 
mostly don’t.

“When you sit close, you 
can talk with feeling – your 
passion comes through,” 
Ikuko said, wearing a black 
silk kimono patterned with 

Ikuko, the “big sister” of 
Tokyo’s Akasaka geisha 
district, came to the capital 
to seek her fortune in 
1964, the year Tokyo first 
hosted the Olympics. But 
the coronavirus pandemic 
has made her fear for her 
centuries-old profession as 
never before.

Although the number of 
geisha – famed for their witty 
conversation, beauty and skill 
at traditional arts – has been 
falling for years, Ikuko and her 
colleagues were without work 
for months due to Japan’s 
state of emergency and now 
operate under awkward social 
distancing rules.

“There were more than 
400 geisha in Akasaka when 

irises. “When you’re two 
metres apart, conversation 
breaks down.”

Geisha aren’t the only 
Japanese artists in danger. 
Performers of jiutamai, an 
ancient women’s dance, 
as well as makeup artists, 
wig stylists and kimono 
dressers, confessed to worry 
the coronavirus could 
further imperil their niche 
professions.

“Every single one of my 
events has been cancelled,” 
said Mitsunaga Kanda, who 
has spent decades doing 
elaborate makeup for geisha 
and dancers.

“We touch their skin and 
their face, all over, and while 
we don’t talk we’re very 
close – something we’re 
very aware of now,” added 
Kanda, donning a mask and 
face shield to work on dancer 
Tokijyo Hanasaki.

The ancient capital of Kyoto 
is best known for geisha, but 

Tokyo has six geisha districts 
of its own. But discouraged by 
the rigour of geisha life with 
its hours of artistic practice, 
fewer now join.

Akasaka had 120 geisha 30 
years ago. Now all of Tokyo 
has only some 230.

Lessons and kimono 
are expensive, with pay 
dependent on popularity. And 
some skills, such as the witty 
conversation that make older 
geisha like Ikuko especially 
popular, can only be gained 
through time.

“Our income has been down 
to zero,” Ikuko said. “I have 
a bit of wherewithal, but it’s 
been very hard for the younger 
ones. The geisha association 
has helped with rent.”

All geisha, as freelancers, 
can also apply for one million 
yen (£7,400) in government 
subsidies, which she believes 
most did.

“I was just full of anxiety,” 
said fellow geisha Mayu, 47. 

Mayu and Koiku prepare for an evening of entertaining, which is proving difficult with face masks and no contact. Photo: Reuters/Kim Kyung-Hoon
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NEWS

Got an event, campaign or  
story from your area? Email 
news@bigissuenorth.co.uk

NEWS IN BRIEF

BENEFITS WARNING
Citizens Advice Sheffield (CAS) 
has urged everyone who needs 
to make a new Universal Credit 
(UC) claim to get advice first to 
avoid losing out on income. CAS 
warns that once people move 
to UC they are not able to move 
back to “legacy” benefits, even 
if they were better off before. 
Many non-British people’s 
claims are wrongly adjudicated 
or refused.

LEEDS SKILLS SITE
Leeds City Council has 
launched Employment and 
Skills Leeds, offering free 
support services to people and 
businesses. The team works 
with communities, particularly 
in Leeds’s most deprived areas, 
to provide information to 
people looking for employment 
and skills opportunities, as 
well as businesses looking to 
recruit to their workforce. See 
employmentskillsleeds.co.uk.

LIVERPOOL ARTS FUND
Liverpool City Council and  
Arts Council England have 
launched a £200,000 pilot 
project to fund performing  
and visual art in the streets  
of Liverpool. The fund 
will support artists and 
organisations to create work 
that can be presented within 
the city centre over the 
coming months – with grants 
of up to £5,000 on offer. See 
cultureliverpool.co.uk.

HULL MUSIC HOPE
The Polar Bear and the Welly, 
two well-known Hull music 
venues, could re-open after 
they went into administration. 
Chris Sherrington from the 
Music Venue Alliance told  
BBC Radio Humberside that 
there was interest from 
investors after owner VMS  
live went into administration 
last month, with the potential 
loss of 20 jobs. He said any  
sale was in the adminstrators’ 
“ball park”.

Call to record Covid work deaths

“I went through my photos, 
sorted my kimonos. The 
thought of a second wave  
is terrifying.”

Still, every effort is being 
made. “We arrange things in 
the largest room possible,” 
said Shota Asada, owner 
of the luxurious restaurant 
where the geisha entertain. 
“Anything to keep this culture 
alive.”

Michiyo Yukawa, an ex-
geisha who owns an Akasaka 
bar and hosts occasional 
geisha events, thinks geisha 
may need to adapt so that 
more ordinary people can 
appreciate their charm.

“They have a special 
beauty,” she said. “They’ve 
gone through training other 
people haven’t. They spend a 
lot of money on this – and it’s 
made them special. Having 
this disappear would be sad.”

Ikuko fears an extended 
pandemic could prompt some 
geisha to quit.

“Now is the worst of the 
worst,” she said. “How are  
we going to get through?  
It’ll take all of our body and 
soul.”

ELAINE LIES. COURTESY OF 
REUTERS/INSP.NGO

But the total omits deaths 
from Covid-19. According to 
the HSE separate data about 
deaths associated with the 
coronavirus will be available 
at a later date. 

Lack of PPE
The Greater Manchester 
Hazards Centre (GMHC) 
lobbies and advises workers 
on occupational health, 
safety and welfare issues. 
Co-ordinator Janet Newsham 
believes workers have died 
because workplace risks have 
not been controlled and is 
particularly critical of the lack 
of PPE for health and care 
workers. Employers found 
guilty of breaking health and 
safety laws can be fined, or, 
in some cases, imprisoned or 
lose the right to be a company 
director.

“There wasn’t a 
precautionary approach taken 
to PPE,” said Newsham.  
“A higher level of stock was 
needed for health workers  
and anyone coming into 
contact with the virus.”

GMHC wrote to the HSE 
when the coronavirus crisis 
crisis began, asking it to make 
it easier for workers to report 
concerns about employers 
not providing PPE. The 
HSE agreed to the Trades 
Union Congress producing 
an online form that sends 
concerns direct to the safety 
enforcement agency. 

The HSE also increased 
the number of people taking 
calls from employees. But 
Newsham said: “We have 
seen, for example, how the 
construction industry has 
been widely working and 
social distancing has been 
flouted. There has been only 
a handful of cases that have 
resulted in HSE or local 
authorities action.”

According to an HSE 
spokesperson “all cases 
reported to HSE and local 
authorities are being assessed 
and investigations initiated 
where incidents meet our 
published incident selection 
criteria”.

In the US a union is suing 
meat companies including 

Smithfield Foods and JBS 
USA, as well as retailers such 
as Amazon and Walmart, on 
behalf of workers who have 
become infected and died. 
The first multiple victims case 
at one workplace during the 
pandemic was filed in court 
recently.

Newsham said: “Unions 
and families here should 
be considering legal action 
against the government, 
perhaps in a similar fashion 
to that by soldiers’ families 
who successfully sued over a 
lack of adequate equipment 
and protection in the Iraq 
conflict.” 

In response to a series 
of questions an HSE 
spokesperson told Big Issue 
North: “With the Covid-
19 virus prevalent in the 
community at large it is very 
difficult to be certain that an 
individual case of the disease 
resulted from occupational 
exposure… It is too early for 
us to comment on potential 
lines of enquiry.”

HSE’s response concerned 
Unite member Abdul Tan 
Rashid, a Middlesbrough 
bus driver who has seen 
colleagues die across the 
country. “I hope it does not 
mean Covid-19 deaths among 
people with underlying health 
problems are recorded as due 
to the natural progression of 
a naturally occurring disease. 
Employers might then escape 
their responsibilities.”

One potential avenue of 
enquiry was closed down in 
April when the chief coroner 
said an inquest was “not the 
right forum for addressing 
concerns about high-level 
government or public policy” 
and “by no means will all 
Covid-19 deaths be reported to 
the coroner”.

For Newsham though 
the priority remains “to get 
high standard PPE and more 
effective workplace practices 
in place while not letting 
down workers who have 
died by allowing them not 
to be recorded as workplace 
deaths”.

MARK METCALF

Employers have not 
controlled work risks

A Manchester health and 
safety advice centre has 
called for workers who 
have died from contracting 
Covid-19 to be recorded 
as workplace deaths. 
The decision would have 
implications for employers, 
including public bodies, and 
grieving families of the dead 
workers. 

According to the Heath and 
Safety Executive (HSE) their 
were 111 fatal workplace 
injuries in 2019-20, 38 fewer 
than in 2018-19. The HSE 
believes part of the fall is due 
to reduced economic activity 
resulting from the impact 
of Covid-19 in the final two 
months of 2019-20.
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NOW THEN

Why don’t we just… rip up our criminal justice system and start again?

I recently recorded the audio version of 
my new book Justice on Trial.

In it, I argue for a complete and 
radical overhaul of our broken criminal 
justice system. Chapters include “Why 
we should close all prisons”, “Why we 
should legalise drugs”, “Why children are 
never criminals”, and “Why people are 
not good or evil”.

During a break in the recording, my 
producer asked me: “Do you not get 
frustrated that the system is getting it 
completely wrong and nobody is doing 
anything about it?”

I thought about why those of us inside 
the system largely accept it for what it is, 
unquestioningly, despite the catastrophic 
outcomes for all involved, not only for 
defendants but for victims too – in fact, 
for everyone.

I answered: “I spent the first 20 years 
of my life in the law with my head down, 
just getting on with the job of defending 
my clients and trying to get the best 
results possible within the system. And I 
think that is how everyone in the system 
works. They have a job to do and they do 
it. We do not ask the bigger question – 
what is the point of it all?”

This head down approach is probably 
no different to the way people work 
in many other walks of life: banking, 
accountancy, retail or leisure. On 
the whole, we accept that the basic 
structures, which have been there a  
long time, must be sound.

waste. The radical solutions set out in 
Justice on Trial must surely be perfect 
for the post Covid-19 world, where the 
government will need to find value for 
money wherever it can.  

By removing children from the criminal 
justice system, and adopting a welfare 
and education model, countless young 
people would be taken off the crime and 
punishment merry-go-round for good, 
saving hundreds of millions of pounds a 
year – not to mention the reduction in all 
that human potential and dignity, flushed 
away each year.

By legalising and licensing drugs, we 
would dramatically reduce crime, allow 
users to obtain safe supplies and access 
to rehab and medical care, and even see 
some positive revenue from taxation of 
cannabis and some other drugs. It really 
is a win-win.

And by shutting down and selling 
off the outdated and inhumane prison 
estate, reserving a new form of custody 
only for the most violent and dangerous 
offenders, and focusing everything on 
rehabilitation, we would save billions a 
year, reduce crime (prisons lead to the 
most reoffending of all) and end the futile 
“in and out” cycle that institutionalise so 
many for life.

Sounds simple, right? That’s because it 
really is. n

Chris Daw QC is a barrister, broadcaster and the 
author of Justice on Trial (Bloomsbury)

CHRIS DAW

In the case of criminal justice, we  
could not be more wrong in such 
complacency. The system is utterly 
broken, unfit for purpose and largely 
achieves the precise opposite outcomes 
from those for which – presumably – it 
is intended. From the criminalisation 
of children as young as 10 to the 
persecution of drug users and the futile 
war on drugs and the grossly excessive 
use of imprisonment as punishment 
– mostly for non-violent crimes – 
every part of the system is flawed and 
counterproductive.

I spent more than a year researching 
criminal justice policies around 
the world, from the bleak misery of 
Alabama’s penal system to the humanity 
of Geneva’s heroin assisted treatment 
programme. I looked back in time to 
the first humans to use plants for their 
psychoactive properties (many millions 
of years ago). I reflected on my 26 years at 
the coalface of criminal justice, defending 
in countless trials of murder, drug 
trafficking and fraud.

What if we did not have to carry on 
making the same mistakes of the past? 
What if there was a way to finally make 
things better and even to save some 
money along the way? As Justice on Trial 
came together so too did my conviction 
strengthen: there is indeed another way 
to do things.

Spending money on drug enforcement, 
criminalising children and prisons is a 
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NOW THEN

LAST WEEK

The number of 
ring-like structures, 
believed to be live 
volcanoes, discovered on Venus, defying 
existing theories of it as a dormant planet. 
Anna Gülcher, from the Institute of Geophysics 
in Zurich and lead author of the research 
published in the journal Nature Geoscience, 
said: “Venus is clearly not so geologically dead 
or dormant as previously thought”.

The number of years ago foxes began adapting 
to human presence, according to new research 
from the Senckenberg Center for Human 
Evolution and Palaeoenvironment at the 
University of Tübingen, Germany. Scientists 
carried out isotope analyses on fox bones from 
sites including caves in the Swabian Jura and 
found that some foxes lived near humans and 
shared their food, going from eating small 
mammals to larger kills like reindeer and 
mammoth. 

37

The number of applicants a Manchester 
restaurant received in 24 hours for a 
receptionist job – a sad indication of the lack 
of employment in the service industry at the 
moment. A spokesperson from the restaurant, 
20 Stories High, said it was “staggering” and 
it had never seen such a large number of 
applicants in such a short time. 

40,000 

What the European Central Bank chief had to 
say on the handling of the coronavirus crisis 
by world leaders. In an interview with the 
Washington Post Christine Lagarde said it  
was “quite stunning” how leaders such as  
Angela Merkel, Jacinda Ardern and Tsai Ing-wen 
had “carried the water of bad news as  
well as the water of clear explanation and 
strong recommendations”, in contrast to their 
male counterparts. 

“Women 
tend to do a 
better job”

963 Aggressive driving is all the 
rage, says Roger Ratcliffe
When you find yourself a victim of road 
rage it’s natural to feel a growing sense 
of alarm. The impact is even greater – as 
it was on me last week – if you see in the 
rear-view mirror a souped-up, boy-racer 
car containing at least three young lads, 
two of them gesticulating aggressively 
while the driver had a hand jammed 
down on the horn.

I don’t know for sure what my crime 
was supposed to be. I had just passed 
through a large roundabout in Leeds, 
one with somewhat ambiguous road 
markings that can result in anyone 
who’s unfamiliar with them being 
squeezed onto the wrong lane. I know 
this roundabout well, but my guess is the 
driver behind me must have pulled into 
the lane for left-turning traffic only and 
found I was blocking his way into the one 
for vehicles travelling straight ahead.  
Cue a display of menacing behaviour 
I had to endure for five terrifying 
minutes until I managed to 
execute a quick U-turn.

It was the first road rage 
directed at me for over 20 years. 
The last time, a car that also 
contained young lads followed 
me while flashing its headlights, 
sounding the horn and trying to 
overtake. I led it through Leeds’s 
northern suburbs then 
onto the ring road and 
eventually parked 
outside Weetwood 
Police Station. 
The car soon 
vanished.

I mention 
all this 
because 
there is 
some 
anecdotal 
evidence 
that since 
the spring 
lockdown 
was relaxed 
people 
seem to be 
driving more 
aggressively, 
perhaps through 
pent-up frustration 
brought on by the 
enforced restrictions, 
although I’m no 
psychologist. But 
this has had the 

effect of making a friend go out and buy 
both a dash-cam and a rear-view camera 
to act as a deterrent against potential road 
ragers.

There isn’t much chance of an accurate 
tally of cases emerging, however, since 
road rage has no official status despite 
being an everyday occurrence. I was 
surprised to learn that there isn’t even a 
mention of it in the Highway Code.

Yet in very extreme cases it can lead 
to murder, the most notorious example 
being that of Kenneth Noye, who stabbed 
to death a 21-year-old man on an M25 
slip-road in 1996. There was another road 
rage killing in Wiltshire last year.

The worst example I’ve witnessed was 
at a set of traffic lights in Bradford when I 
saw two men get out of the car in front of 
me, walk to a vehicle ahead of it and after 
failing to pull open the doors kick hell 
out of the chassis until the lights changed 
and the driver was able to escape.

Violent behaviour anywhere is covered 
by several laws, of course, but before 
things reach that stage on a road they 
can escalate because of offensive hand 
gestures, verbal abuse and shouted 
threats. Those behaving aggressively 

in the car behind me last week 
knew they were free were 

to intimidate without any 
comeback unless observed 
by police, who would 
probably have issued a 
warning. So I think the law 
should be much clearer. 

Since everyone knows 
what road rage is, it should 

be made a specific criminal 
offence. And besides receiving 

a fine and points on 
the driving licence, 

those found guilty 
should be forced 
to attend an anger 
management 
course. n

HE HAS ISSUES

Roger Ratcliffe 
has worked as 

an investigative 
journalist with the 

Sunday Times Insight 
team and is the author 
of guidebooks to Leeds 

and Bradford. Follow 
him onTwitter  

@Ratcliffe
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The 1975’s fourth record, Notes on a Conditional Form,  
has polarised critics, with some heralding the album  
as a work of genius and others saying it’s a mess.  
Frontman Matty Healy tells Jared Richards that in  
these strange times he’s just trying to be sincere

In the lead-up to the release of  
The 1975’s fourth album, frontman  
Matty Healy checked into a digital detox. 
Well, kind of: in the CGI music video 
for The Birthday Party, Healy’s avatar 
stays at a nature retreat and takes part 
in therapy circles alongside memes, 
alt-right iconography and internet 
hoaxes. But Healy isn’t interested in 
Black Mirror-style moralising about the 
internet being evil, although he knows it 
can be a scary place.

“Our reality is chaos, and the internet 
is an algorithm that we’ve created to keep 
us informed on as much of that chaos 
as possible – from when we wake up to 
when we go to bed,” he says. “Of course 
we’re terrified. But the thing is, the 
internet is just a reflection of 
the real world. If people 
want a vessel to get 
hatred out, that’s 
what they use.

“This is a little 
diatribe and I’m 
trying to keep it 
short! But the thing 
that’s been quite 
nice about this is 
that I’m obsessed with 
technology and I think 
that it is the future. With 
this situation, you’re 
seeing that people have 
been forced towards using 
technologies that they 
wouldn’t normally use.”

The situation is Covid-
19. Healy speaks to me 
on the phone in lockdown 
near Oxford, where he’s been 
spending time in the studio with 
The 1975’s drummer and co-writer 
George Daniel. They’re working on 
new material, as well as continuing 
to promote Notes on a Conditional 
Form, which was released in May. 

Healy is also, like everyone, 
spending a lot of time online. 
Then again, like everyone,  
he always does. He says the  
way “our relationships are 
mediated through technology” 
is his main inspiration, which 
is why he’s excited about some 
kind of virtual reality replacing 
the awkward video chats 

TAKE
NOTES

that have become the new norm during 
lockdown.

“Right now, people are being pushed 
to Zoom or different technology 
that’s slightly more rudimentary or in 
development,” he says. “And I think the 
next step, apart from making the stream 
better, is working on the principal idea 
of trying to create a sense of tactility in a 
digital world.

“We’re being driven back towards the 
utopian ideal of the internet, which is the 
extension of pre-existing communication. 
I find that quite exciting, although I find 
the context very depressing.”

The internet’s most obvious influence 
on The 1975 isn’t their meme-filled 
videos, Healy’s philosophising or their 
Trump tweet-quoting lyrics, but the 
band’s formlessness. Since even before 
their 2013 debut album, The 1975 have 
spent more than a decade shifting back 
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Britpop, UK garage and gospel,  
with appearances from FKA Twigs, 
Phoebe Bridgers, dancehall legend  
Cutty Ranks and Coronation Street actor 
Tim Healy – Matty’s dad. Topics include 
twee love declarations, Healy’s addiction 
problems, social media stresses and odes 
to his bandmates. 

It’s incredibly expansive and 
occasionally overwhelming. Take People, 
a Fugazi-lite punk song about leaning 
into feeling like the world’s falling apart, 
which is exactly the apathy Thunberg’s 
rallying against in the opener. If it’s a 
little too contradictory, that’s because it’s 
supposed to be.

“The question I’m asking is: ‘Will the 
centre hold?’ I’m asking questions. I 
never state an opinion on my records. I 

only ask questions. Is this weird? Should 
I be as concerned about this as I am?  

Can we continue as normal and 
expect nothing seismic to change? 

And the answer, as it turns  
out, was no.”

Critics are divided, and many 
make the same points to either 
call Notes on a Conditional 
Form a work of genius or a 
complete mess. NME’s five-

star review celebrated Healy 
taking a “wrecking ball to his 

ego”, whereas a scathing one-star 
Independent review, which Healy 

himself retweeted without comment, 
called Notes “a parade of smug self-
indulgence”. 

The singer’s the first to joke that 
he can come off as full of tripe,  
but he defends Notes as The 
1975’s best album yet. Despite 
the pomp, he calls it an “ode 
to sincerity” – to expressing 
everything he can with whatever 
genre and reference he has at 
hand.

“I’m very good at being 
sardonic and sarcastic and 
taking the piss,” he admits. 
“I’ve done that for years 
now, to be honest with 
you. But I think it’s 
actually way harder to 
be a bit naive or soppy 
and maybe end up 
looking like a bit of a 
dickhead.” n

Courtesy of 
The Big Issue 
Australia/ 
INSP.ngo

“We basically just shut the doors and made  
this really intimate record of who we are.” 

and forth between sounds with ease 
and resembling the carefully curated 
Tumblrs that were their first champions: 
a jumbling of references and eras into one 
slightly ironic and nostalgic mood board. 
Their latest LP is no exception, and it’s in 
large part a homage to the late-night UK 
radio of their youth.

“We started by going back to our past, 
going through the music that made us,” 
Healy explains. “We stood on top of our 
most commercially successful record 
and I was thinking, do I act accordingly? 
But we basically just shut the doors and 
made this really intimate record of who 
we are.” 

Recorded over three years and delayed 
multiple times, the 22-track album covers 
a lot of ground, starting with our climate 

crisis. Opener The 1975 is an ambient 
instrumental accompanying a sobering 
four-minute speech from Greta 
Thunberg (“Either we choose to 
go on as our civilisation, or we 
don’t”), with all proceeds from 
the single’s sales going to 
Extinction Rebellion.

The rest of the frenetic 
album skitters between 
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It’s no silver lining but the pandemic has at least led to  
an improvement in air quality. It’s up to us to keep the 
pressure on politicians to ensure the life-saving  
benefits are made permanent, says Tim Smedley

Coming 
up for air

pollution; clean air became an important 
line of defence. We also collectively used 
less electricity and emitted less CO2.

When I began to research air pollution 
for my book Clearing The Air, I presumed 
it was an industrial problem, caused 
by factories far away from residential 
neighbourhoods. In fact, I soon learned 
that most pollution is hyper-local. Within 
our cities, over 80 per cent of NO2 comes 
from vehicle exhausts on the roads and 
75 per cent of PM2.5 from traffic and 
non-road vehicles. Much of the rest is 
topped up by domestic log burners and 
gas boilers. We have been, in effect, 
poisoning ourselves. 

Which begs the question – do we want 
to go back to dirty air, poor health and 
high carbon emissions? Or do we want to 
maintain the recent cleaner air gains and 
move toward a net zero carbon economy 
(which, by the way, the UK government  
is legally required to do by 2050)?

Cities in the north are leading this 
agenda. In Greater Manchester, pre-
lockdown, a third of all journeys 
under 1km were made by car, causing 
congestion that costs the city £1.3 billion 
annually. That’s why former Olympic 
cyclist and now cycling and walking 
commissioner for Greater Manchester 
Chris Boardman began building the Bee 
Network: the most comprehensive urban 
cycling and walking (collectively known 
as active travel) network in Britain, 
eventually covering 1,800 miles. Greater 
Manchester also has an ambitious target 

In the first half of this year, the 
impossible happened. The sources of  
air pollution – widely seen as an 
inevitable side-effect of modern life – 
were switched off. Social media flooded 
with images of previously polluted cities, 
from LA to Milan, suddenly enjoying 
blue skies and clean air. 

The Indian capital Delhi – frequently 
top of the world’s most polluted city 
chart – saw a 60 per cent reduction in 
particulate pollution (PM2.5) from March 
to April, compared to the same period in 
2019. When I visited Delhi in 2017, the 
smog was so bad that the street dogs  
were dying.

In the UK, too, the change was 
dramatic. The Yorkshire Post reported 
in April that levels of NO2 – nitrogen 
dioxide, responsible for some 71,000 
deaths in Europe every year – were  
down by as much as 48 per cent in  
Leeds, 45 per cent in Newcastle and  
39 per cent in Manchester.

This didn’t just make for a pleasant 
walk with the dog; it was life-saving. 
The reduction in pollutants during 
the coronavirus lockdown resulted in 
11,000 fewer deaths from air pollution 
in Europe during April alone, according 
to the Centre for Research on Energy and 
Clean Air. As a respiratory virus, Covid-
19 is more deadly in areas of higher air 

Manchester cyclists enjoy the emptier streets 
and cleaner air in May. Photo: Jon Super/Alamy
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of becoming zero-carbon by 2038, some 
12 years before the rest of England (and 
seven years before Scotland).

“If we don’t take steps to enable people 
to keep traveling actively, we risk a 
huge spike in car use as [coronavirus 
lockdown] measures are eased,” 
Boardman has warned. “Not only is it  
the right thing to do to protect people 
now, but it’s vital to meet our clean air 
goals and protect our NHS long term.” 
During lockdown, cycling in Greater 
Manchester went up by 34 per cent  
and cycling and walking trips rose to 
33 per cent of all journeys – gains that 
Boardman hopes to make permanent. 

In Liverpool too, the metro mayor 
Steve Rotheram began a network of 
600km of walking and cycling routes 
in 2019; during lockdown he pledged 

a further £30.7m to the project, saying: 
“Instead of just jumping back in our cars, 
we are asking people to keep cycling or 
walking."

The coronavirus pandemic has 
changed our lives forever. It continues 
to be an unimaginable tragedy. Families 
and friends have lost loved ones long 
before their time, many unable to visit 
in hospital or attend the funeral. A few 
weeks of quieter roads is no silver lining 
or recompense for this. 

But it did give us a chance to rethink. 
We already knew that burning carbon-
rich fossil fuels was causing a climate 
crisis, yet – despite the historic 2015 
Paris Agreement to change course – 
emissions continued to rise. We knew 
that outdoor air pollution kills over four 
million people worldwide annually and 
40,000 people in the UK, yet despite 
knowing the biggest culprit – petrol 
and diesel fumes – we’ve seen little 
change in road congestion. We even had 
the technology to work from home yet 
continued to put ourselves through the 
ordeal of long commutes. 

We knew what we needed to do –  
we were just too busy to stop. Our daily 
lives kept plodding along the same well-
trodden paths. Now, we’ve been given 

“People have noticed significant changes during 
lockdown and they know a better life is possible.”

a glimpse of the clean air future. When 
I interviewed Manchester mayor Andy 
Burnham for my book in 2018, cycling 
was in the low single figures for road 
journeys – I never imagined this reaching 
over 30 per cent within a decade, let 
alone two years, nor of NO2 plunging by 
40 per cent. Over 1.3 million Brits bought 
a bike during the lockdown. Employers 
changed long-held stances on office-based 
work and are now embracing the benefit 
of flexible hours and homeworking. There 
has even been a direct improvement  
in solar energy, as clearer skies have 
boosted solar generation by as much  
as 25 per cent.

A recent YouGov poll revealed that 
only 9 per cent of Brits want life to return 
to “normal” after the lockdown. There 
is a hunger for radical change. A review 

part-authored by Bill Grimsey, former 
CEO of home improvement company 
Wickes, and Neil Schneider, former chief 
executive of Stockton-on-Tees Unitary 
Council, argues: “People have noticed 
significant changes during the lockdown 
and they know a better life is possible." 
They call for councils to “recognise 
that towns and cities must no longer 
be designed around the car and begin 
a major shift in planning and design 
to reflect this”. The New Economics 
Foundation argues that a green stimulus 
that includes walking, cycling, and bus 
infrastructure, plus electric vehicle-
charging infrastructure, would create 
44,000 jobs in those sectors by the  
end of 2021.

There’s a lot we can do as individuals 
too. According to Oxford University 
research, swapping one in four car 
journeys in urban areas for walking or 
cycling could save over £1.1 billion 
in healthcare costs a year. Instead of 
clapping once a week we could give back 
to the NHS by ditching a car journey.

Even Boris Johnson is starting to use 
this language. In a speech delivered in 
Dudley at the end of June, the prime 
minister announced plans for “better 
roads, better rail… unlocking the central 

Manchester bottleneck that delays 
services across the north; 4,000 brand 
new zero carbon buses [and] a massive 
new plan for cycleways across the 
country”.

This is welcome rhetoric. But we 
have heard welcome rhetoric before. 
To wrestle #BuildBackBetter out of the 
tweeting hands of populists, we have to 
be very precise about what we need and 
when. We need a Manchester-style Bee 
Network plan for every town and city. 
We need fair recompense for car users via 
scrappage schemes or innovations such 
as Coventry’s mobility credits pilot where 
residents can exchange polluting cars for 
credits towards bikes, public transport 
and car clubs. We need the clean air 
charging zones in Leeds, Birmingham 
and Manchester (following London’s 
highly successful ultra-low emission 
zone, which led to a 44 per cent decrease 
in NO2 levels) up and running and 
introduced in all major cities. We need to 
help struggling local businesses and high 
streets: cycling and pedestrianisation 
schemes increase footfall in shops by  
30 per cent and spending five-fold. We 
need electric buses to replace diesel 
fleets. Most importantly, we need fewer 
children dying or having permanently 
stunted lungs due to urban traffic 
pollution. And when do we need it? Now.

This is up to us. Don’t let your local 
politicians shirk their responsibility: 
demand plans and timeframes for  
action. If we don’t, then a grim winter 
awaits – one with no safe active  
transport options, car usage above  
pre-Covid-19 levels as people fear 
contagion on public transport, and a 
house-bound population burning more 
carcinogenic solid fuels at home. You  
can almost see the smog cloud looming 
on the horizon. Or we take this moment 
to act with the urgency it requires and 
end the age of air pollution once and 
for all. We may never get such a chance 
again.  n

Clearing The Air: The 
Beginning and the End 
of Air Pollution by Tim 
Smedley is available 
in paperback and 
audiobook (Bloomsbury)
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Over eight novels and counting, Cloud Atlas author David 
Mitchell has created a multiverse within his ever-expanding 
‘über novel’. As he releases his latest musically infused 
instalment, he tells Stuart Holmes his ambition is bigger 
than Westeros and at least on a par with Middle Earth

As San Francisco enjoyed the Summer 
of Love in 1967, London’s Swinging 
Sixties were already in motion, allowing 
the city’s young residents to live their 
utopian dream. The capital’s downbeat 
post-war image was eclipsed by the 
bright colours of fashion and Pop Art. 
This new era also paved the way for 
political protest, set to a psychedelic 
soundtrack featuring the likes of Cream 
and Pink Floyd.

Although the counterculture revolution 
later drew criticism, it nevertheless 
helped to shape the collective 
consciousness and proved that creating 
a better society was achievable. This 
vibrant yet turbulent period in modern 
history is the setting of Utopia Avenue, 
the highly anticipated new novel by 
Cloud Atlas author David Mitchell, in 
which a band of the same name climb 
rock stardom’s precarious ladder.

“Utopia is otherworldly,” says the 
51-year-old, speaking via Skype from his 
home in County Cork, Ireland, where he 
lives with his wife and two children. “It’s 
only really a place you can glimpse, but 
those glimpses are crucial and without 
them, you are in a dystopia. Even if by 
some chance you do get there, it rarely 
stays that utopia for long. Utopia Avenue 
is in the real world – it’s an impossible 
thing alongside a very mundane, 
suburban thing, so the band and I like the 
name because it’s an oxymoron.” 

Heaven and 
the mundane

Mitchell was born in Ainsdale, 
Southport in 1969, where he has fond 
childhood memories of playing in the 
sand dunes. He moved to Worcestershire 
with his family, aged six, and later 
graduated from Kent University with 
a masters in comparative literature. In 
1994, after a year in Sicily, he moved 
to Hiroshima, Japan, where he worked 
as an English teacher. There, he met his 
wife, Keiko, before writing his debut 
novel, Ghostwritten, which was released 
in 1999 and awarded the John Llewellyn 
Rhys Prize. A further six novels followed, 
including his seminal work Cloud Atlas, 
which was adapted into a motion picture 
starring Tom Hanks. Was being a writer 
always an aspiration?

“It would have been a bit of a stretch 
at times to call it an aspiration, or even 
a daydream, but even if I couldn’t 
always express it, I think I’ve always 
had an affinity with language,” explains 
Mitchell, a proud patron of the British 
Stammering Association – an affliction 
he has himself suffered with throughout 
his life. 

“I also got pleasure from world-
building, narrative building and 
imagining people who weren’t real. I 
noticed that long before I ever formulated 
it in a sentence.” 

The novel pays homage to the 1960s' 
timeless sounds as the fictional band rub 
shoulders with real-world artists. Like 

his latest characters, music has shaped 
Mitchell’s life immeasurably. 

“The biopic of your life has its own 
soundtrack,” he says. “There are songs 
from your youth that licensed you to act 
and think in certain ways. Songs that 
contain different versions of yourself 
and songs that you play for their mood-
altering properties. The marriage of lyrics 
and music can alter how you feel in life-
enhancing ways and I wouldn’t want to 
live in a world without that.”

Over eight novels and counting, 
Mitchell has created a multiverse within 
his ever-expanding “über novel”. He is 
masterful at interlocking stories – often 
across continents, genres and time 
periods – earning him a loyal fan base. It 
is also a favoured trait to introduce past 
characters into someone else’s tale. 

“Shakespeare did it, so I can’t claim 
to have invented this and I wouldn’t,” 
admits Mitchell, whose previous 
novel, Slade House, originated from 
experimental storytelling on Twitter. 
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heap of experience that I could draw 
from. I like to visit a place as if I’m a 
location scout, thinking, what use could 
this place be for narrative? There are 
good valid reasons to do things, in and of 
themselves, but there’s often a secondary, 
more novelistic reason for going to a 
place or saying yes to an invitation.”

When his son was diagnosed with 

autism at the age of three, Mitchell came 
to understand the challenges faced by 
those living with the condition, who often 
find the modern world overstimulating 
and difficult to navigate. “To think of it 
as a disability, much less an illness or a 
curse, is a grave disservice,” he says, after 
co-translating two novels on the subject 
by Naoki Higashida from Japanese to 
English with his wife. 

“It can be hard, but often these 

Westeros in terms of world size – and 
I also don’t want to do that, because if 
I tried to, it would be at the expense of 
everything else. The ‘über novel’ lets me 
do both.”

Following shows in Europe, Utopia 
Avenue travel Stateside on tour, bridging 
their utopian dream with the American 
Dream. Such journeys mirror Mitchell’s 

globetrotting, which was vital to his early 
novels before starting a family.

“The days where I could put everything 
I owned in a backpack and go off for six 
months, living as cheaply as possible, 
are pretty much long gone now, but I 
have brilliant memories of those days,” 
he reflects, having had his planned book 
promotion schedule affected dramatically 
by Covid-19. “They were really important 
in terms of replenishing the compost 

“When a character in an earlier novel 
walks on stage in a new novel they come 
with luggage and associations. The prime 
directive has always been that if this book 
is the only thing by me that you ever 
read, then it must make complete sense 
as a standalone novel. But if you have a 
popular character in an earlier book, then 
why not use the luggage they’re bringing 
in the present 
book? It’s kind of 
irresistible.”

Mitchell’s body 
of work is akin 
to the popular fantasy of JRR Tolkien 
and George RR Martin in terms of its 
ambitious worldly scale. 

“My Canadian editor once said: ‘I 
know what you’re doing, Mitchell. You’re 
making your own Middle Earth, aren’t 
you?’” laughs the two-time Booker Prize 
nominee. “I began to dispute it, but then I 
thought about it and they were essentially 
right. I want to write this cathedral-
sized literary undertaking – bigger than 

“My Canadian editor once said: ‘I know what you’re doing, 
Mitchell. You’re making your own Middle Earth, aren’t you?’” 
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hardships come about by the neurotypical 
world not knowing how to make the 
world more friendly for autistic people. If 
I could spare my son the hassle, pain and 
future problems, I would remove those 
obstacles. However, I am very grateful to 
him – and autism – for teaching me about 
neurodiversity.” 

Beyond its central focus on music, one 
of Utopia Avenue’s wider themes is the 
collision between idealism and reality. 

“[In the late 1960s] it was believed by a 
critical mass that if you willed it strongly 
enough, you could change some of the 
foundation blocks upon which society 

is built,” says Mitchell, of movements 
including civil rights, the CND and 
feminism. 

“Many of the organisations that have 
an influence on the world, such as 
Greenpeace or Amnesty International, can 
trace their roots back to this exciting time. 
Any institution we value – including the 
NHS, universal suffrage or the welfare 
state – was at some point somebody’s 
dangerous, subversive and utterly 
unrealistic utopian dream, viciously 
suppressed by the powers that be.”

Despite this period sparking much-
needed progress, Mitchell believes that 
society has continued to neglect the 
disadvantaged over subsequent decades. 

“Our society assumes that you’re 
healthy and middle class – and if you 
don’t fit into those categories then you’re 
in trouble. That’s not a society. A society 
only deserves to call itself that if it is 
taking proper care of those who need it,” 
he says passionately. “I know everything 
costs money, but the levels of inequality 
are so pharaonic they make the Victorians 
look fair. It’s despicable, it’s wrong and 
the answer is not revolutionary. The 

answer is just fair taxation or a fairer 
idea of fair – that would do so much. 
Why does it make you a raving, drooling 
Marxist for saying: ‘We can do better than 
this’?”

Mitchell considers the issue of 
homelessness. “If you have a roof over 
your head and food in the fridge then 
you’re already one of the lucky ones. 
One stroke can take your life off script 
– suddenly you need other people and 
having a decent income isn’t enough 
anymore. If you have a kid who will need 

help when you’re no longer around, you 
start thinking about this more.” 

Against the backdrop of a global 
pandemic and Black Lives Matter 
protests, societal inequalities continue 
to be put under the microscope. 
The utopian dream of the Swinging 
Sixties has been replaced by an all-
encompassing movement for a permanent 
change to the longstanding status quo. 
Although divides remain, recent surges 
in community spirit and increased 
government scrutiny by the press have 
done much to unite society. Mitchell 
contemplates whether the tide is turning.

“I am hopeful. Our better angels are 
there in the newspapers and media. They 
are there in the behaviour of many of our 
neighbours too, especially right now. 

“As long as this is not exterminated, 
snuffed out or misappropriated by murky 
forces, then there is no reason to believe 
that this hope cannot be nourished 

into something much 
stronger. 

“It’s important to 
believe, but you can’t 
stop there either. Hope 
is not enough. You need 
hope and action.”  n

Utopia Avenue out now 
(Sceptre Books, £20)

A Day in the Life by The Beatles from Sgt. 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band
The Beatles in a single song: groundbreaking 
yet grounded, dream-like yet quotidian, edgy 
Lennon and melodic McCartney, ending with 
one of the all-time great final chords. 

I Want a Little Sugar in My Bowl by Nina 
Simone from Nina Simone Sings the Blues
A sumptuous two minutes 32 seconds in 
praise of sensuality and bluesy longing. 
Curvaceous sax solo thrown in for free.
 
All Along the Watchtower by Bob Dylan 
from John Wesley Harding
A windswept harmonica, urgent bass and 
drums, and lyrics that project feverish 
flickering images from stories or visions.
 
My Back Pages by The Byrds from Younger 
Than Yesterday
A crackling, yearning, soaring Dylan cover. 
Busier than the original, this version serves 
the lyrics better. Roger McGuinn’s 12-string 
guitar solo is brief but heart-breaking.

White Rabbit by Jefferson Airplane from 
Surrealistic Pillow
In 1967 psychedelic songs were 10-a-penny 
and five-a-cent: psychedelic songs as 
irresistible, catchy and sinister as this were 
rare. The song itself, like Alice in Wonderland, 
has become a cultural touchstone.
 
Montague Terrace (in Blue) by Scott Walker 
from Scott
A prose poem of seedy bedsitland belted out 
by a heartthrob-turned-chanson powerhouse, 
set to a lush orchestral arrangement. 
Astonishing. They don’t make ‘em like this 
anymore. They didn’t make many like ‘em back 
then, either.
 
Ruby Tuesday by The Rolling Stones from 
Flowers
An evergreen portrait of a woman with an 
elegant melody, coloured by Brian Jones on 
recorder. Vulnerable and curiously un-Stones-
like.
 

I’m Waiting for the Man by The Velvet 
Underground from The Velvet Underground 
& Nico
This jangling two-chord song about scoring 
drugs sounds as fresh, listless and immediate 
today as it did half a century ago when, 
surely, it must have sounded like a song from 
another planet?
 
A Change is Gonna Come by Aretha Franklin 
from Never Loved a Man the Way I Love You
The Queen of Soul fully inhabits Sam Cooke’s 
song, buoyed by piano and organ. For as long 
as prejudice and injustice exists, the song 
will be not only moving and beautiful, but 
relevant.
 
Little Wing by The Jimi Hendrix Experience 
from Axis Bold As Love
Tender lyrics and an intricate guitar part that 
interweaves with the vocal like a backing 
singer. I wish Little Wing was three times as 
long.

The Sounds of 1967: ten of the best by David Mitchell

“Why does it make you a raving, drooling  
Marxist for saying: ‘We can do better than this’?”
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SELECT  

Online

Brooks Falls in Alaska’s Katmai National 
Park is the best place in the world to watch 
brown bears feasting on salmon as they swim 
upstream to spawn. Watch live and learn 
more about Katmai and its brown bears on 
Explore’s webcams.
(goo.gl/fhMmQy)

Liverpool

This major exhibition of Linda McCartney’s photography at the now re-opened Walker Art 
Gallery includes more than 200 images, from the music scene of the 1960s – including the Rolling 
Stones (pictured) – to family life with Paul. Booking essential.
8 Aug-1 Nov (liverpoolmuseums.org.uk)

Ten Obstructions is an Instagram exhibition 
by 10 Greater Manchester artists, over age 
50, of works they have remade in response 
to challenges from others in the group about 
the way they work and what they believe. 
Daily posts show the progress they have 
made until final works are displayed towards 
the end of August, using a methodology 
inspired by Lars von Trier and Jørgen Leth’s 
film Five Obstructions and Brian Eno and 
Peter Schmidt’s 1975 Dadaist game Oblique 
Strategies. The artists were selected by 
Castlefield Gallery to take part in the bOlder 
development programme. 
31 July-3 Sept (Instagram:  
@tenobstructions)

York

York Treasure Trails is a series of socially distanced family walks around the historic city, 
exploring York Minster, the city walls and more. Groups of up to five can solve clues on a circular 
two-mile route incorporating plaques, signs, statues, monuments, images, engravings and other 
unique or quirky features.
(treasuretrails.co.uk)

Online
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SELECT  THINGS TO DO ON AND OFFLINE

Wakefield

The Hepworth Wakefield reopens its doors with the popular Bill Brandt/Henry Moore 
exhibition now extended. Six free galleries will also present work, including recent acquisitions 
by Turner Prize-winning Helen Marten and painter Lisa Brice. Booking now available and strongly 
recommended.
1 Aug-1 Nov (hepworthwakefield.org)

Online

Alice and her granddaughter Rosie were 
a team until lockdown forced them apart. 
Starring Bafta-winning Miriam Margolyes, 
Watching Rosie is a heartbreaking and funny 
online play from Original Theatre Online that 
highlights the bond between the two – until an 
unexpected arrival from Tesco.
From 6 Aug (originaltheatreonline.com)

Scarborough Art Gallery’s latest in its online film nights, inspired by whalebones in its archives, 
is Random Allusions to Whales – a quote from Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. It will consider 
how filmmakers and artists have connected to whales’ bodies and their landscapes through 
screenings and a Q&A with artists Marina Rees and Fiona Tan, hosted by film curator Martha 
Cattell.
28 July, 7pm (email martha.cattell@smtrust.uk.com for a password)

Online

Blackpool 

For Your Health and Pleasure is the 
exhibition marking the reopening of Grundy 
Art Gallery and is inspired by a heritage 
postcard extolling the virtues of a visit to 
Blackpool. A travelogue of sorts, it includes 
View From My Window (1937) by one of the 
gallery’s founders, Cuthbert Grundy, and Levi 
Lumb’s 1942 work Martin Mere (pictured 
courtesy Grundy Art Gallery).
Until 5 Sept (grundyartgallery.com)
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Many years ago I was lucky enough to interview Jimmy McGovern for 
this very magazine, and our conversation turned to his TV dramas based 
on real life tragic events such as Hillsborough. “I believe that people own 
stories,” he said. “You cannot tell that story without including them in it… 
you are offering yourself as a conduit.”

Which brings us over a decade later to Anthony, a bruisingly beautiful 
feature-length drama about Anthony Walker, an 18-year-old black 
youth from Liverpool who was killed in a savage racist attack in 2005. 
McGovern has been friends with Walker’s mother for years, turning to her 
for advice when writing about grief, and eventually it was suggested that 
her own family’s story should be told.

The result is a unique proposition. The film opens with Walker at the 
age of 25, at an awards ceremony hosted by Richard Osman. We soon 
learn that he is married with a young daughter. He comes across an 
old friend sleeping rough and makes it his mission to put his life back 
on track. Except none of this happened, of course. Rather than simply 
dramatising Walker’s death, McGovern instead posthumously gives him 
the life he should have led, rewinding one year at a time, sketching his 
journey to that moment of validation.

It’s a bold approach, but it pays off. There are echoes here of Stuart: A 
Life Backwards, the 2007 award-winning drama that starred Tom Hardy 
as a homeless man and retraced the steps that led him to the streets in 
reverse. It’s also hard not to be reminded of Damilola, Our Loved Boy, 
another poignant drama about the cruel impact of racist violence on 
British families.

But by creating a new life, creating the triumphs and relationships that 
never got a chance to exist, McGovern pays tribute to Walker’s character 
in a way that feels transcendent and true. By the time the film reaches 
its final act, the night of his death, that imaginary context hangs heavily 
over a painfully raw recreation of a truly heartbreaking crime. We’ve been 
given a glimpse of what was lost, not just in the past but the future.

I don’t mind admitting that I had tears pouring down my face as  
the credits rolled. It’s a horribly sad story, but one that somehow  
ends up feeling celebratory. Steel yourself and take the journey.  
It’s essential viewing.

DAN WHITEHEAD

SEE HEAR

ANTHONY
BBC One, Monday 27 July, 8.30pm

Two period dramas are out on streaming now, one that feels entirely male 
and plays it straight down the middle, and one that comes from a female 
perspective and takes a more holistic view of its subject. Both are well 
worth your time, but the difference in approach is striking.

Let’s start with the simplest. Greyhound tells the story of Commander 
Ernest Krause (Tom Hanks), a civilian captain elevated to full naval 
service during the Second World War. His first mission is to escort a 
convoy of Allied supply ships across the Atlantic, a journey that includes 
a fraught mid-section where they’ll be out of range of air support from 
the US and UK.

Naturally, it’s here that German U-boats strike and, apart from a 
brief and cheesy prologue setting up Krause’s sweetheart back home 
(a thankless cameo for Elizabeth Shue) the film is entirely concerned 
with the claustrophobic cabins and decks of Krause’s vessel, the 
titular Greyhound, as they try to out-manouevre and out-fight the Nazi 
submarines. Co-written by Hanks, it’s a film that simply dunks the viewer 
into its world and carries you along. As a depiction of naval warfare it’s 
utterly engrossing and often terrifying, and owes much to Apollo 13, that 
other Hanks drama in which stoic men use low-tech solutions to life or 
death problems. Earnest and gritty, it’s solid entertainment.

Radioactive, on the other hand, has loftier concerns. This is the story 
of Marie Curie (Rosamund Pike) and her pioneering work on radioactivity 
alongside her husband, Pierre. To begin with, it feels like a traditional 
biopic, dutifully ticking off the key moments in their relationship and 
research. Stick with it however, and something far more interesting 
emerges. As well as confronting the inequities and hypocrisies of late 
19th century science, director Marjane Satrapi splices flashes of future 
events – including the atom bomb and Chernobyl, as well as radiotherapy 
for cancer – into Curie’s life, showing how her work affected the world. 
There’s even a dizzying dance sequence cast in luminous green.

The movie never quite reconciles these two instincts – the predictable 
biographical scenes and the surreal philosophical flourishes – and come 
the end there’s a sense of a fascinating question that has only been 
half-posed. It is, however, bolder and more thought-provoking than any 
comparable feature, and is therefore well worth the time of anyone 
interested in how our modern world was shaped.

DAN WHITEHEAD

GREYHOUND (Apple TV+)
RADIOACTIVE (Amazon Instant Video, DVD, Blu-ray)

TELEVISION
ON DEMAND
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While we wait for more cinemas to reopen, a 
great alternative is the sudden surge of drive-in 
experiences. There are quite a few venues that 
have sprung up in the north now, including the 
Luna Cinema (lunadriveincinema.com), which 
is running events at Harewood House near 
Leeds and Tatton Park in Cheshire. Projected 
on to large screens and broadcasting in digital 
sound direct to in-car stereos, Luna Cinemas is 
running daily films throughout August, including 
some fairly recent releases and well-watched 
classics. One of the newer films on offer is 
the brilliant Knives Out (5 August), a murder 
mystery in which a wealthy crime novelist is 
found dead after a big birthday bash and it’s 
left to private eye Benoit Blanc (Daniel Craig 
with a weird accent) to solve the crime. 

Running events in Manchester, Leeds and 
Liverpool, At The Drive-in (atthedrive.in) offers 
a similar selection of films over the summer 
weeks, but in the less illustrious surroundings 
of city centre car parks. 

CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN 

The pre-emptive title of Fontaines D.C.’s second 
album is the first sign that this isn’t going to 
be a straightforward re-tread of the Dublin 
group’s highly acclaimed debut, Dogrel. 

Whereas that record served up a brilliant, 
bristling blast of rackety post-punk, local 
colloquialisms and evocative character 
vignettes, A Hero’s Death is an altogether more 
introspective, moody and sombre effort that 
will probably disappoint as many fans as it 
delights. 

“I don’t belong to anyone/I don’t want to 
belong to anyone,” repeatedly drawls singer 
Grian Chatten on the forlorn opening track, as 
if to ram home the point. Second song Love Is 
The Main Thing is even more desolate, before 
a taut, urgent Televised Mind bursts out of 

the traps in a hail of distortion, drums and 
bass to deliver the A Hero’s Death’s first great 
anthemic moment. 

Other rocky standouts include the careening 
title track (complete with Beach Boys-like 
harmonies), scrappy Velvet Undergound-esque 
I Was Not Born and a droning Living In America, 
although it’s the slower, stripped-back songs 
that arguably resonate strongest.    

One of the best is Oh Such A Spring, 
a dreamy heartfelt ballad about lost 
opportunities set to arpeggiated guitar 
lines and pillow-soft synth chords. It’s an 
unexpectedly tender moment in an album that 
revels in confounding expectations. 

RICHARD SMIRKE

JARV IS… 
Beyond The Pale 
(Rough Trade) 


Evolution and extinction 
are themes on this gripping 
first album from Jarvis 
Cocker’s new band. “Now it 
gets exciting, ‘cause cells 
start dividing,” sings the 56 
year old on Must I Evolve?, a 
surging psychedelic number 
that traces the history of 
creation from the Big Bang to 
a rave where the former Pulp 
singer is found “dragging my 
knuckles/listening to Frankie 
Knuckles.” The dystopian disco 
of House Music All Night Long 
is another highlight, while 
Save The Whale evokes a 
Sheffield-born Leonard Cohen 
dispensing gravelly advice 
over vintage keyboards, 
hissing electronics and sighing 
violins. 

SHIRLEY COLLINS 
Heart’s Ease
(Domino) 


Having retired from music 
in the 1970s, Shirley Collins 
crowned an unlikely comeback 
with 2016’s Lodestar, her 
first new album in 38 years. 
Now aged 85, the singer is 
keen to make up for lost time, 
pouring her heart and soul 
into this first-rate collection 
of traditional English and 
American folk songs, as well 
as original compositions. 
Crowlink’s ominous drone 
provides one of the record’s 
biggest surprises, but doesn’t 
sound out of place next to a 
pastoral Rolling In The Dew 
or aching Wonderous Lust, 
based on an 18th century 
ballad. Collins’ time-worn 
vocals convey character and 
authenticity at every turn. 

ELLIE GOULDING 
Brightest Blue 
(Polydor) 


Pre-empting the inevitable 
deluxe edition that typically 
follows, Ellie Goulding’s first 
album in five years unevenly 
splits its contents into two 
parts. The name Brightest 
Blue actually refers to the 
first 13 songs, an empowering 
collection of synth-pop 
anthems and echoey ballads 
that trade on big choruses 
and universal emotions of 
love and heartbreak. Several 
are excellent, most notably 
Power and a juddering hyper-
catchy How Deep Is Too Deep. 
Less satisfactory is side two, 
entitled EG.0, which lazily 
cobbles together five big-
name collaborations with the 
likes of Lauv, Juice WRLD and 
Diplo.  

MUSIC

STATE OF INDEPENDENTS

FONTAINES D.C.
A Hero’s Death (Partisan)



CINEMA

The Chameleon is a 
game of espionage 
for which you’ll need 
to perfect your poker 
face. Between three 
and eight players are 
given a secret word to depict, except for the 
chameleon, who is unaware of the word but 
must attempt to blend in. For instance, if the 
secret word is “Cinderella” a player could 
say “prince”, “stepmother”, even “Disney” but 
answers shouldn’t be too precise – saying 
“glass slipper” would let the chameleon know 
exactly what the word is, resulting in their own 
answer being very convincing. After each player 
has said an associated word everyone must 
point simultaneously at whom they believe the 
chameleon to be and the person with the most 
votes reveals if they are guilty or innocent. 
Points are scored by correct guesses and 
effective bluffing. The first to five points is the 
winner. The Chameleon is right up there with 
the best deception games. Finding out you are 
the chameleon is such a buzz, and getting away 
with it is even better! 
 
Read Ricky Stack’s full review of  
the Chameleon in the See Hear section  
of bigissuenorth.com

GET ON BOARD
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Please help

Call or text 116 000
Email 116000@missingpeople.org.uk

Missing People would like to thank The Big Issue for
publicising vulnerable missing people on this page. 

To help Missing People bring them back to 
safety text FIND to 70660* to donate £5.

Our free 116 000 number is supported by 
players of People’s Postcode Lottery. 

James Thompson - Dublin, Ireland

James went missing from Dublin on 08 March 1994.
He was 20 years old when he was last seen. 

James, please call Missing People on 116 000 or 
email 116000@missingpeople.org.uk for advice

David was last seen in Glasgow on 28 March 2003. 
He was 31 years old when he went missing.

David, we are here for you when you are ready; 
we can listen, talk you through what help you need, 
pass a message on for you and help you to be safe. 
Please call or text 116 000.

He was 32 at the time of his disappearance.

Iain, we are here for you when you are ready; 
we can listen, talk you through what help you need, 
pass a message on for you and help you to be safe. 
Please call or text 116 000.

Robert Du� - Archway, London

Steven has been missing from Salford since 19 Oct
2018. He was 31 years old when he disappeared. 

Steven, please call Missing People on 116 000 or 
email 116000@missingpeople.org.uk for advice and 
support whenever you feel ready.

Steven Durand - Salford, Greater Manchester

David McCallum - Clydebank, Glasgow

Registered charity in England and Wales (1020419) 
and in Scotland (SC047419)

Megos was last seen in Salford on 01 Feb 2020. 
He was 28 years old when he went missing.  

Megos is urged to call Missing People on 116 000 
or email 116000@missingpeople.org.uk for advice 
and support, including the opportunity to send a 

Megos Haile - Salford, Greater Manchester

*Texts cost £5 plus your standard network charge. Missing People receives 100% of your donation. Obtain the bill payer’s permission.

Iain Mowatt - Arbroath, Scotland

Iain has been missing from Arbroath since 12 Aug 2007.

Robert has been missing from North London since 
12 Jan 2013. He was 37 years old when he 
disappeared. 

Robert, please call Missing People on 116 000 or 
email 116000@missingpeople.org.uk for advice
and support, in con�dence, whenever you feel ready.

and support, in con�dence, whenever you feel ready
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Wedgwood’s copies  
of the Portland Vase

The original Portland vase is a Roman glass 
vessel and has long been an object greatly 
admired by lovers of antiquity and art. It was 
probably made in the 1st century AD and the 
scenes on the vase are of love and marriage, 
with a mythological theme, which is why it is 
thought to have been given as a wedding gift. 
It originally had a lid and a long, cone-shaped 
base, but this had been broken at some point 
and replaced with a more practical flat piece 
of glass, from another vase.

The glass vase is held at the British Museum. 
It has had several restorations over the years 
after an incident in 1845, when a drunken 
gentleman called William Lloyd threw a 
sculpture at the case the vase was in and broke 
it into hundreds of pieces.

First recorded around 1600AD in Italy, 
its whereabouts before are not known, nor 
indeed is where it was actually found. It was 
formerly called the Barberini vase after the 
Italian noble family that first owned it after 
its discovery. It was eventually acquired by Sir 

William Hamilton – a British ambassador in 
Italy and amateur archaeologist – who brought 
it to England in 1783 and sold it to Margaret 
Cavendish-Harley, the Duchess of Portland, 
which is how it got its current name.  

The Staffordshire potter Josiah Wedgwood 
was told of the pot’s beauty by one of his 
workers, the ceramic artist John Flaxman. He 
wrote to Wedgwood saying: “It is the finest 
production of Art that has been brought to 
England and seems to be the very apex of 
perfection to which you are endeavouring.”

Wedgwood was always looking for unique 
items of beauty to copy in a ceramic form and 
he eventually got his hands on it in 1786, after 
the son of the Duchess of Portland lent it to 
him to copy. He tried making copies of it in his 
famed jasperware – a hard, smooth ceramic 
body. But he struggled to get a good copy and 
took nearly four years to get it right. He saw 
this trial and error not as failure but as research 
and design, and it is testimony to his drive and 
desire to get the copy right.

It was the first time in the ceramics world 
that limited editions were produced. To 
own one, you had to pay a £50 subscription 
beforehand – the equivalent of about £5,000 
today. 

It’s thought only between 20 and 50 were 
ever made and National Museums Liverpool 
is proud to own three original vases – two of 
which are on display in the Lady Lever Art 
Gallery.

The first satisfactory copy was given by 
Wedgwood to one of his closest friends, 
Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of Charles 
Darwin.

Copies of the Portland Vase are still made 
today. It takes an expert ceramic artist around 
two hours of highly concentrated effort to 
shape a 14lb piece of jasper clay into the 
distinctive shape. The figure making and 
decorating takes another two days and the 
firing takes 30 hours. Modern versions sell for 
£ 5000, or £20,000 if you have the whole thing 
gilded in gold leaf.

David Moffat, assistant curator of decorative arts at Lady Lever Art 
Gallery, tells the story of an imitation that is precious in its own right 

IN THE FRAME
The Lady Lever Art Gallery holds two of Wedgwood’s original vases. It’s thought the famous Staffordshire potter only made up to 50 in total
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Author Q&A:
Avni Doshi 
BURNT SUGAR 
(Hamish Hamilton, £14.99) 

 
In her youth Tara abandoned her loveless marriage to join an ashram, 
endured a brief stint as a beggar and spent years chasing after an 
artist, all with her young child in tow. Now she is forgetting things and 
her grown-up daughter is faced with the task of caring for a woman 
who never cared for her. A story of love and betrayal between mother 
and daughter, it’s the debut novel of the Dubai-based author. 

Tell us about the title and evolution of this novel.
The novel was written over seven years. I wrote many drafts of the book, 
and each one was very different than the one before. If I think back over 
every iteration of the story, I feel I have written seven different novels. 
At the beginning, the novel was centred around an ashram in an unnamed 
town. The narrator was a nameless little girl. I was afraid, I think, of 
naming things, of grounding the story in reality. I worried that people 
would think the story was about my family if I wrote anything that could 
be called familiar. In the end, the novel benefitted from specificity, from 
the particular details of place and time and smell. Through writing this 
novel, I came face to face with my inner censor, and I’ve learned to work 
around her. 
 
Given your background in visual art does your writing often arrive 
first as images?     
I often do have an image in my mind before I begin writing, but this 
isn’t always the case. With this novel, it was often a smell or sound that 
triggered a memory. At other times it was a character’s voice. But I think 
writing from an image is a great way to begin something. Image and text 
defy each other in so many ways, and I found in recent years with my 
art historical writing that the least interesting thing I could do would be 
write about an image. The most enlivening writing comes in the building 
up of a work, a kind of fantasy that makes assumptions about an image 
and pushes past what is there – or even the opposite, going to the bones 
of what you see. There are strategies that can be generative for fiction 
as well. 
 
You are connected to both India and the US and live in the UAE. What 
is the significance of the plot of your first novel landing in India?  
I grew up in the US, but was living in India in my twenties, which is 
when I began writing the novel. Throughout my childhood I travelled 
to India every winter and spent time with my mother’s family in Pune. 
I dreamed about what it would be like to live there. When I was with 
my Indian relatives, I would change my accent, desperate to fit in. As 
I started writing the book, I came to Pune for periods to spend time 
with my grandmother and revisited the Pune of my memories, which 
was fragmented and yet rich. There’s something about the quality of 
childhood memories where they can miss large expanses of context, and 
yet contain so much detail and emotion. In this way, India as an imaginal 
world held more power for me than the place I grew up in.

Is the Baba of the novel based on a real guru?
Growing up, I had many questions about the way ashrams operate that 
always felt mysterious to me. When I was seven years old, my mother’s 
cousin left her family and friends and went to live in the Himalayan 
mountains with a guru. It was a surprise to everyone because she had 
never been spiritually inclined. More than a decade later, I decided 
that I would travel to the ashram where she lived with her guru. I didn’t 
recognise her at first, and was immediately told that I couldn’t touch 
her. She wasn’t my relative anymore – she was the mother of the ashram 
now. Though I was thrown by the rules and regulations of the place, my 
stay at the ashram was pleasant. Yet there were so many questions I 
had that remained unanswered. Were they lovers? Was that allowed 

READING ROOM

or acknowledged? I tried to ask a few people these questions but my 
curiosity was met with blank stares or even disgust. I was fascinated 
by the way information was divulged or withheld, and by the unspoken 
agreement to not ask questions. 
 
Antara’s mother Tara suffers from Alzheimer’s. Does this produce only 
an extreme version of the fallibility of memory?
Alzheimer’s is of course different than the normal faltering of memory, 
but I think its poetic and metaphoric possibilities place it on a spectrum. 
Memory is not only co-authored, but it’s deeply subjective. It is easy 
to second-guess your recollections, particularly when another person 
protests enough about your memory of an incident. We often don’t 
remember the details of an exchange, but only the feelings that were 
produced. And if you hear another version of a particular history enough, 
it will supplant your own memory, and quite literally take up residence in 
your mind. 

My grandmother was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s some years ago, and 
my mother would often say she felt she was going mad being with her. 
Caretakers report that they also question their own hold on reality. That’s 
why support groups for caretakers are essential. 

You are currently heavily pregnant with your second child and had 
had your first when you completed the book. Do you think Burnt 
Sugar would be radically different had you written it after becoming 
a mother?  
I re-read the novel after my son was born because I was curious to see if I 

Photo: Sharon Haridas
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Happy marriages don’t feature large in fiction. The tradition is for a novel 
to end at the start of a marriage, when the thrilling ups and downs of the 
courtship have been resolved and the happy-ever-after begins, too dull 
to contemplate. I wonder how Lizzy Bennet got on with Mister Darcy in 
Pride and Prejudice by Jane Austen (Wordsworth Classics) once they 
were knocking around that big house together? I’m thinking he can’t have 
been easy to live with. 

We all come to marriage with our own baggage, and it’s the baggage 
that’s of interest to me as a novelist. Take Maxim de Winter, who had 
more baggage than most. It took the poor, unnamed, narrator of Rebecca 
by Daphne Du Maurier (Virago Modern Classics) the whole novel to 
unpack it. The happiness that followed in exile is described as a boring 
life of simplicity in a dull little hotel.

I’ve searched my bookcases in vain for a straight-up account of a 
happy marriage in fiction, and the closest I could come was that of Fanny, 
to whom Nancy Mitford gives the job of narrating The Pursuit of Love 
(Penguin Essentials). Fanny’s successful marriage to Alfred exists as 
a foil to the many and varied failed marriages that surround her and 
provides her with “a refuge from the storms and puzzles of life.”

My own novel, Nothing But Blue Sky, comes at marriage backwards. 
When we first meet David, he’s mourning the loss of his beloved wife 
Mary Rose. We see Mary Rose through his eyes, as the golden girl he 
married 20 years ago. But their marriage was only the starting point 
in a relationship that was more complicated than David knew. As one 
character in the novel says, “we live life forwards, we learn it backwards”.

The marriage I write about in Nothing But Blue 
Sky is not a refuge from the puzzle of life. Here 
the marriage itself is the puzzle, as David slowly 
and imperfectly comes to an understanding of the 
woman he married. In doing so, he also comes to a 
better understanding of himself, reflected through 
the eyes of another. It’s the work of a lifetime, in real 
life no less than in fiction.
 
Nothing but Blue Sky by Kathleen MacMahon is 
published by (Penguin) 

OFF THE SHELF  COMMUNITY HARDSHIP 
ANNIE CLARKE

had gotten anything terribly wrong, especially about the narrator’s  
post-partum period, but I was happy to see that it still rang true. It is  
hard to know what this novel would have been like if I had had my  
children before completing it. Maybe nothing would have changed,  
and I still would have written from the perspective of the wounded 
daughter. Maybe I would have considered the character of the mother 
from a totally different vantage point. Or maybe I would have abandoned 
the book and moved on to something else – I feel as a new mother, 
certain scenes are a little harder to read, particularly those that involve 
the abuse and neglect of a child. I am sure they would be harder to write 
as well. 

Another major theme of the novel is betrayal. Whose betrayal is 
greater – Tara’s or Antara’s?
That’s an interesting and difficult question. When I think about how to 
answer it, my mind goes to the original version of the fairy tale of Snow 
White. The stepmother harms Snow White again and again, and she, an 
innocent youth, is unable to maintain control of her life or protect herself 
against her cruel parent. After she lives with the dark shadowy figures of 
the seven thieves, and finally finds her prince, she invites her stepmother 
to her wedding and presents her with a gift. 

The gift is a pair of iron shoes that do not stop dancing – and the 
stepmother dances herself to death. By the end of the story, the young 
woman has found her aggression. And she wants her revenge. 

ANTONIA CHARLESWORTH 

Wedding Bells on the Home Front is the latest in the Factory Girls series, 
which is about three girls and their families who live in a Geordie mining 
community in the Second World War. 

My roots are in such a community. My mum was born in 1914. Her mum 
died in 1916. Her dad returned from the war to their little shop. Hard 
times were ever present, especially when Mum and her brother were 
orphaned in 1923. Her uncle moved in to run the shop. The community, as 
always, enclosed them, and at a time of despair the two bairns were not 
alone. The war came. Mum, a military nurse, left. Her brother, a soldier, 
left but returned. Mum stayed in the south. 

As a child, however, I spent my some of my holidays with my mum’s 
brother, who inherited the shop. Little Annie’s bairn was submerged into 
the same community that had held my mum close. I met the fun-loving 
rumbustious one-handed woman who had worked in the local munitions 
factory during the war, and who later became Mrs Oborne in my book. To 
supplement her tales I read The Bomb Girls by Jacky Hyams (John Blake 
Publishing) and understood the unimaginable dangers that led to the lost 
hand. 

I met the blue-scarred miners of the village pit, and much later read 
Tommy Turnbull: A Miner’s Life (The History Press) by his nephew, 
Joseph Robinson. I have always loved How Green Was My Valley by 
Richard Llewellyn (Penguin Modern Classics), set in a Welsh mining 
community. Both reflected the unremitting danger and hardship of the 
communities, but also the lives that were nonetheless lived to the full. 

Wedding Bells on the Home Front is a celebration 
of community, in remembrance of the people I met, 
and the mum I was fortunate to have. It is a reminder 
of the dangers faced in the factory and the pit. It is 
an exploration of how three wobbly young women 
went to the factory, were held together by their 
community and shown how to bear it all, and it is 
about love, on all its many levels.

Wedding Bells on the Home Front by Annie Clarke 
is out 23 July (Arrow)

OFF THE SHELF  MARRIAGE 
KATHLEEN MACMAHON 
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MICA PARIS
Singer, with hits like Where Is the Love?, aged 51

My grandparents raised me in South London and I grew up in the church. 
I went seven days a week – it was very intense. My childhood was full 
of lots of music and lots of Jesus. You say that to people and it sounds 
shocking. But actually it was really good. Pentecostal churches are very 
much community-based, and as I could sing I was the star of the church 
from a very early age. At every gospel concert, church service, I was 
called to sing. And I saw the amazed reaction of the people. Even at nine  
I knew if I held that note really long I was going to get that effect. 
That was my thing. When a kid sees that they’ve got a trick, a special 
something that keeps everyone glued to them, they’re going to want to 
do it again and again. So then I started to become quite popular in the 
Pentecostal church, which is a huge organisation. My grandmother and 
grandfather, they were just so proud of me. They used to take me all 
around the country. 

I was very driven at 16. All my friends at school were getting pregnant, 
getting up to all sorts. And I remember thinking, oh my gosh, that’s 
the worst thing that could ever happen. My grandparents were very 
proud Jamaicans. They came over to the UK with the Windrush and 
they worked very hard to get us a five-bedroom Victorian house. They 
instilled in me, you never sign on, you must work. So being raised in 
that environment, with the church and all of that, my ethics were about 
having your independence and making your own money and not relying 
on anyone else. That was at odds with the kids that went to my school. 
Lots of them, their ambition was to sign on as fast as possible, get that 
flat. Usually that meant having a kid, because if you had a kid you’d get 
a flat even quicker. That was the modus operandi for them, but for me 
that was just horror.

I left the church when I was 16, and my grandparents were mortified. It 
was a very, very tough struggle because remember I was the star of the 
church at that time. But in the years leading up to my leaving, my parents 
came to pick me up at weekends and my dad would play stuff in the car 
like Marvin Gaye and the Isley Brothers. And I thought, I have to change 
the music. I love gospel, it’s great, but I want to do that instead. So I’d 
been secretly listening to people like Marvin Gaye for years and then, oh 
my gosh, Prince came out. I had to hide his albums under my bed because 
they had women in G-strings on them. When I got to 16 I was already 
doing backing vocal sessions for bands and I was ready for a change in 
my life. I left the church and I moved to Brixton to live with my sister. My 
grandparents were traumatised.

Looking back, of course I was very selfish then, like every teenager.  
But I made peace with my grandparents many years ago. They were  
the most incredible people. When I was just 19 my first record  
[My One Temptation, 1988] blew up and everything went mental.  
I went to number seven in the charts, and my grandparents saw me  
on the telly. And they said, well, you know, she was right. Bless them, 
they used to wear my merch. They were so cute. They were just great 
people. People have always asked me, why didn’t you go down that  
mad route and mess up yourself? And it really was because of them. 
They were so terrified about what might happen to me in the music 
industry, I wanted to prove to them that you can be in this business and 
not be a car crash. You can actually survive this thing, though yeah, it is 
a bitch.

My first experience of even thinking about race was when I saw the TV 
show Roots, when I was about nine. We were all glued to it. But as a child, I 

LETTER TO MY YOUNGER SELF

just didn’t think about it much at all. Our family was very mixed. Jamaican 
people are very, very multicultural normally, because Caribbean countries 
are very mixed. At school there was a big mixture – Indian, Scottish, Irish, 
everybody. That’s multicultural Britain. So as a kid, I didn’t experience 
racism. But I have experienced it in my whole career. We’d have to sit here 
from now to June next year for me to tell you all the racist experiences 
I’ve had in my life. But I don’t believe in this victimisation thing, always 
talking about it, because that’s not constructive. I managed to forge a 
career regardless of those factors, which are very much in existence in 
every aspect of my industry.

I had a few clashes with my record label about my weight. When I was 
a teenager, I was very tall and leggy – I’m five feet 10. Then later, at 
the height of my career, I got married to an Irishman and had a baby. 
And that’s when I put on weight for the first time, as most women do. 
And I went back to the record company to talk about the next record 
and they said, you look like two people in one body. Do you know 
what size I was? I was a 14. It was ridiculous but at the time you’re just 
thinking, I’ve got to make my career great. So I started training and in 
two months it dropped off. If you see the album cover just after that, 
I have my bathing suit on. I never saw that happen to male artists. 
The pressure that women are under, and then there’s my race on top 
of that – that’s what I’ve been battling my whole life. You just have to 
fight harder. It’s a very male-dominated business, and those men have 
a very idealistic vision of what a woman should be. They don’t want you 
to speak in a certain way, they don’t want you to show intelligence. As 
a young artist, I had so many clashes with my label, because I’m very 
feisty. I’d just say, no, I’m not having it.

The thing I would say to my 16-year-old self is, you have no idea how right 
your grandparents are about the industry. It is like hell. They were so 
right about that. It was hardcore – it is really tough. Thanks goodness for 
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my kids. They keep you straight, man. They make me want to be a better 
person. They centred me in the madness of this industry. It’s up, down, 
up, down, and it’s very hard to survive. You have to consistently fight off 
everybody who’s trying to rip you off. You have to fight for your product 
to come out after you’ve spent so long making it. You have to be really 
passionate. Putting out a record, I always say it’s like being in Tesco at  
six in the evening, naked. Imagine that, because that’s what it really feels 
like when you put up a record that you’ve done yourself. It’s the most 
scary thing.

I credit being brought up in the church for getting me through the 
loss of my brother [in 2001 Jason, a postman, was shot dead]. This is 
the beautiful thing about church: it taught me to be selfless, about 
the importance of people looking after each other. When my brother 
went through that – and it was horrific – well, my very first thought 
was about trying to keep my mum from jumping in the grave with him. 
Because she was destroyed. So we were trying really hard not to lose 
her as well. After that my first instinct was, we’ve got to help other 
people who have gone through the same thing. I had a lot of publicity 
about it, so I used that platform and I found out about this thing called 
Trident [a Met Police anti-gun crime operation, for which Paris is an 
ambassador]. That’s where I met all these mothers who’d had similar 
things happen to them, and it was so healing. And this is what I tell 
people all the time: when you’re going through any kind of crap, go  
and help someone go through their crap. It really helped me. You just 
can’t do it on your own.

Reproduced from The Big Issue UK (@bigissue) 
INTERVIEW: JANE GRAHAM 

Gospel According to Mica – The Story Of Gospel Music in Six Songs is 
on BBC Four on July 31

When you’re going 
through any kind 
of crap, go and 
help someone go 
through their crap

 
We are recruiting for a number of roles  
within our businesses and charities.

Job descriptions, application forms and closing dates are 
available from thebiglifegroup.com click work for us.

BIG LIFE GROUP
PART TIME TRAINERS
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TO ADVERTISE IN 
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PLEASE CONTACT  
CLAIRE LAWTON 
EMAIL: CLAIRE.LAWTON@
THEBIGLIFEGROUP.COM
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BRAINWORK
CROSSWORD 1348

CRYPTIC CLUES: ACROSS 
1. Prepare to ride bicycle or 

disable it? (7)
5. The trap of alcohol (3)
7. Am all at sea with S. American 

camel (5)
8. Noise, missing our other noise 

(5)
9. Took exam at weekend (3)
10. Compose number etc, about 

Geordie, for example (7)
11. Joined banks? (7)
13. Support for women, but not for 

liberationists (3)
14. Fox’s home green and yellow? 

(5)
15. ‘I’m Joe Cook’ (smiley face) (5)
16. Was backed to cut wood (3)
17. No European representative 

returned, alright in computer 
game (7)

CRYPTIC CLUES: DOWN 
1. Girls use sty, contrived to be 

heroine’s siblings (4,7)
2. Companion to painting or plan 

(5)
3. Leaves leg joint behind in rush 

to get to lifeboats (7,4)
4. Drink from bottle while you 

canoodle - in the same position 
(4,3,4)

5. Serious force meets illegal 
party (5)

6. Ego trip is initially in race for 
talks (11)

12. A shaft released right inside an 
argument (5)

13. Brush inside reversing dynamo 
or burner (5)

ACROSS:  6. Into, 7. Grated
8. Poirot, 9. Cost, 10. Psalm
12. Wrath, 15. Balm, 17. Abroad
19. Unpaid, 20. Poky

DOWN:  1. Annoys, 2. Moor
3. Agate, 4. Saucer, 5. Mess
11. Lumbar, 13. Thanks, 14. Dandy
16. Aunt, 18. Raps

LAST WEEK’S SOLUTIONS

SU
PPLIED

 BY
 PAN

TH
ES

Complete the Sudoku puzzle so that each and every row, 
column and region contains the numbers one to nine once.  

The solution to the last Sudoku is shown on the right. 

SUDOKU

QUICK CLUES: ACROSS
1. Emancipate (7)
5. Dutch spirit (3)
7. Alpaca (5)
8. Reverberate (5)
9. Used a chair (3)
10. Regional language, patois (7)
11. Bridged (7)
13. Article of underclothing (3)
14. Soil (5)
15. Pictograph (5)
16. Maxim (3)
17. Nintendo franchise (7)

QUICK CLUES: DOWN 
1. In the Disney version, 

Anastasia and Drizella (4,7)
2. Graphic representation (5)
3. Command to evacuate (7,4)
4. Level in a race (4,3,4)
5. Burial place (5)
6. Bargaining (11)
12. Complement to bow (5)
13. Genista (5)

Buy this magazine from  
vendors or selected stores or get a 
digital issue of this magazine for 
just £2, with £1 from each sale going 
to our hardship fund, at issuu.com/
bigissuenorth 

#1

VISIT BIGISSUENORTH.COM TO FIND OUT MORE

Take out a three, six or 
12 month subscription  
to Big Issue North at  
shop.bigissuenorth.com/ 
category/subscriptions

#3 

FOUR WAYS YOU CAN HELP OUR  
VENDORS DURING THIS DIFFICULT TIME

Make a donation to our 
hardship fund by texting 
HARDSHIP to 70970 to give £5, 
or visit easyfundraising.org/
HARDSHIP 

#2

Subscribe to The New Issue, 
or buy the first or second 
issue to see what’s on offer, 
at newissue.co.uk

#4 
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If you love the NHS, 
start by loving yourself

Diet Sleep Lifestyle

Get advice from your local 
Independent Health Store

Eat well, sleep right and keep fit to save our 
NHS services for when we really need them.
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