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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

Lady Gaga met girl-next-door in 
the new album from Australian 
pop goddess Kylie Minogue 10 
years ago this week. “It’s been 
described as a return to the 
dancefloor,” Kylie told Big Issue 
North of her new album Aphrodite. 
“I don’t think I ever totally left 
but it is a return to form, I’d say.” 
Elsewhere in the magazine we 
interviewed Mariatu Kumara, who 
had suffered horrific abuse in  
Sierra Leone and had her hands 
cut off, but had built a new life, 
started a charity, become a 
spokesperson for Unicef and 
written a memoir – all by age 23. 

ABOUT US

Big Issue North is a business 
solution to a social problem. 
Vendors buy this magazine for 
£1.50 and sell it for £3, 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

CRISTINA, BIRKENHEAD

Tell us a bit about yourself.
I was 30 last December. I am from Romania but 
I have lived in Liverpool since 2009 and I have 
sold the magazine since then. This is my first 
day back to work and I am very happy to be 
able to sell Big Issue North again.

What did you do during the lockdown?
I looked after my children. We have been to 
the park sometimes but mainly we have been 
at home. I have been speaking some English at 
home. It’s important because my children did 
not have school. 

How have you coped financially?
The last few months have been very bad  
for me. We have had very little money  
and it’s been expensive to buy things for  
my kids and to pay my bills and my rent.  
The office has helped me a lot with money  
to feed my children. I was desperate. I am  
so happy to be back. Some of my customers 
have called me to check that I am okay and  
I am looking forward to seeing them. 

Tell us about your family. 
I have five children – three girls and two boys. 
My youngest is one and a half. My daughter 
Alina, who is aged nine, is the eldest. I have 
been divorced for a long time.

How have the last few months been for Alina?
Alina: I missed school but I helped my mum at 

home. My brothers and sisters have been  
very good. 

Will you feel safe selling the magazine, 
Cristina?
Yes, I will feel safe on my pitch. I do not worry 
about this. I sell the magazine because I don’t 
have any other job. This is my job.

When did you last go back to Romania?
I went back in 2016 when my mother died.  
She was only 44 and I miss her very much. 
That was the only time I have been back. 
Liverpool is my home now. I came to this 
country because my country is bad. I didn’t 
have any job in my country. I didn’t have 
anything. I came here for myself and for my 
children.

Alina, what would you like to be when you 
grow up?
Alina: I would like to be a doctor. When you 
are sick I will help you. 

Cristina, do you have a message for your 
customers?
I am very happy that I am going back 
to Birkenhead and that I will see all my 
customers again. I love that place and I love my 
customers. Thank you so much for being there 
for me. 

INTERVIEW CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN

‘Some of my customers have called to check I am okay’ 
FROM 10 YEARS AGO

Read more Q&As in the Vendor Stories section of bigissuenorth.com
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Sheffield group set up 
for track and trace

Frustration with the 
government’s inaction

COMMUNITY CONTACT
who have tested positive for 
Covid-19 and find out who 
else they may have been in 
contact with.

Abandoned proposals
In its pilot scheme, SCCT has 
taken referrals from local GPs, 
although attempts to persuade 
people have met with mixed 
results. However, the founders 
believe community-led track 
and trace can be effective, and 
have urged the establishment 
of similar groups across the 
country.

Redgrave became concerned 
when the government 
abandoned proposals for 
contact tracing in March, 
even though the World Health 
Organisation had said testing, 
isolation and tracing new 
Covid-19 cases should be the 

Medical professionals 
and health campaigners 
in Sheffield have set up a 
coronavirus track and trace 
scheme because of their 
frustration at government 
inaction.

Paul Redgrave, a former 
South Yorkshire director 
of public health, and 
Andrew Jackson, who runs 
regeneration charity the 
Heeley Development Trust, 
have established Sheffield 
Community Contact Tracers 
(SCCT), which has trained six 
volunteers to speak to people 

“backbone of the response in 
every country”.

According to UK testing 
chief Professor John Newton, 
fears that over a million 
cases would be uncovered, 
overwhelming any capacity 
for track and trace, led to 
the proposals being ditched. 
Britain’s attempt to create a 
track and trace app has also 
met with little success.

Frustrated
At the same time, a friend of 
Redgrave’s, whose partner was 
a GP, contracted Covid-19 and 
was frustrated in her attempts 
to get healthcare, despite her 
knowledge of the medical 
system. Redgrave, who had 
worked on tracking meningitis 
outbreaks in his career, 
decided to act.

“The press were reporting 
how many people were dying 
within 24 hours of entering 
hospital,” he said. “People 
were waiting too long to ask 
for help.”

He sought support 
from former colleagues 
and SCCT was the result. 
Heeley Development Trust’s 
Andrew Jackson calls its role 
“structural back-up”. HDT, 
which was already supporting 
people by delivering 
medicines and food supplies 
to coronavirus patients, has 
been particularly helpful in 
helping SCCT make contact 
with hard-to-reach Yemeni 
and Kashmiri communities.

“The national system does 
not appear to be functioning 
well,” said Jackson. “I 
already knew the people 

Public health experts believe they can draw on past experience with other outbreaks, such as meningitis, to tackle the Covid 19-virus. Photo: Alamy
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NEWS

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

NEWS IN BRIEF

BOO TO EXPLOITATION
Manchester fast fashion firm 
Boohoo has announced a review 
of its UK supply chain after a 
Sunday Times investigation into 
worker exploitation at one of its 
Leicester-based manufacturers. 
Boohoo’s value has plummeted 
by £1.5bn since the revelations 
of pay as little as £3.50 an 
hour and poor social distancing 
at Jaswal Fashions. Boohoo 
insisted it does not condone 
mistreatment.

VALLEY VIEWS
Manchester City Council is 
calling for responses to its new 
consultation on the river valleys 
of the Irk, Medlock and Mersey, 
which include many of the city’s 
green spaces. “We need your 
help to develop a long-term 
vision and actions which will re-
energise them,” said the council 
about its Our Rivers, Our city 
strategy. See groundwork.org.
uk or email OurRivers@tep.
uk.com.

SIX LEGS BETTER
Reversing the Decline of 
Insects is a new Wildlife Trusts 
report showcasing projects 
helping insects across the 
UK – on farms, in gardens and 
neighbourhoods and on roadside 
verges. Wildlife Trusts is calling 
on the government to introduce 
a pesticide reduction target  
at least as good as the EU’s 
target of a 50 per cent  
reduction by 2030. 

SCREEN TIMES
Screen Yorkshire has launched 
a region-wide crew and 
facilities service, offering 
a platform for productions 
filming in Yorkshire to source 
experienced local crews and 
supply-chain companies. It will 
run alongside the Film Office’s 
locations service, offering a 
one-stop-shop for producers, 
and counter the effects of 
Covid-19 on freelancers, who 
have been badly hit by the 
slowdown in production.

who approached me from the 
good works they had done to 
improve public health. 

“SCCT is educating people 
to alter their behaviours. This 
will help reduce the spread of 
the virus. 

“The group is also making 
contact with people who 
have the virus and actively 
looking to find and advise and 
help those they have been in 
contact with. 

“Crucially, they are sharing 
their expertise and learning 
from doing.”

Redgrave admits SCCT’s 
initial 13 cases are a “tiny 
number” and that it does not 
have the statutory powers 
environmental health officers 
had when he was investigating 
meningitis cases.

“Ten were happy to work 
with us but three refused 
to engage after becoming 
unhappy at being asked to 
isolate,” he said.

Those 10 passed on details 
of 58 people they had contact 

with. Of those, only 19 were 
prepared to engage.

Redgrave said: “Not 
good, but amongst those we 
discovered one new case 
and we supported everyone, 
including the original 10 
people, for the two weeks – 
or longer if they remained 
unwell – with a daily call. We 
also offered specific needs 
like collecting medicines or 
food supplies or dog walking. 
People really appreciated our 
help.”

Of the remaining 38 people, 
Redgrave said: “An 88-year-
old women broke her hip and 
was in hospital. When she got 
home she came down with 
the virus. She identified 10 
carers who she had been in 
close contact with. She only 
knew them via the supplying 
care agency, who told us they 
could not afford to lose so 
many staff. There was not 
anything we could do.”

‘Local angle’
He also referred to a staff 
nurse with the virus who had 
passed on details of five work 
colleagues. SCCT’s initial call 
was welcomed by all five but 
their attitudes later hardened 
after they had been told by 
senior management not to 
respond to the organisation.

Redgrave said: “The 
assessment shows contact 
tracing is complex, a 
local angle can strengthen 
neighbourhoods to become 
self supporting, that we need 
official and potentially legal 
back-up from environmental 
health officers, and that local 
volunteers can be trained and 
can support people to make 
the system work, as has been 
the case in other countries.”  

SCCT has written to the 
government calling for more 
support for community-
led Covid-19 responses. Its 
research and details of how 
to establish similar groups is 
online. This has encouraged 
the establishment in the 
Upper Calder Valley of a 
Covid-19 contact tracing and 
support association, whose 
members are Covid-19 Mutual 
Aid volunteers and others 
with clinical or public health 
experience. 

“We have got support from 
many different local groups,” 

said the association’s Jenny 
Shepherd, who is worried 
that those fearing they have 
contracted coronavirus 
have been directed towards 
contacting 111 rather than 
their local GP. 

“Covid-19 is a notifiable 
disease and the process for 
notifying such diseases is 
through GPs who have been 
cut out of the process. It is 
crazy. GPs have people’s trust 
and should have been central 
to tackling Covid-19.”

Shepherd praised SCCT. 
“New groups can be set up 
much more easily and on our 
own new website we have 
also added our experiences 
to the already accumulated 
information,” she said.

Tight deadlines
Big Issue North asked the 
Department for Health and 
Social Care why it had chosen 
not to immediately follow 
WHO’s advice to test, trace 
and isolate new Covid-19 
cases, had marginalised GPs 
and given itself little time to 
develop an effective app when 
it is known that large software 
projects with tight deadlines 
have historically had a high 
failure rate. 

In response, a department 
spokesperson said: “This 
is an unprecedented global 
pandemic and we have been 
guided by the best scientific 
advice at all times.

“NHS Test and Trace has 
already helped to stop more 
than 100,000 people from 
unknowingly spreading 
the virus and we have been 
working closely with our local 
partners to provide them with 
the resources and tools they 
need to take swift action to 
deal with any new local spikes 
in infections.”

The spokesperson said an 
improved version of the app 
was being worked on with 
Google, Apple and others. 

Public Health England 
did not respond to questions 
about whether it would be 
contacting groups such as 
SCCT to share experiences and 
about why the government 
has been unwilling to use 
environmental health officers 
during the pandemic. 

MARK METCALF
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Why don’t we just… insulate homes?

homes of any region, at 12.1 per cent. 
The sad reality is that this number will 
increase substantially if the coronavirus 
pandemic extends into the autumn and 
winter. Kids in poorly insulated and cold 
homes already struggle with homework, 
and if Covid-19 spikes occur and they are 
forced to learn from home they will fall 
further behind. This is how the theory of 
social mobility falls apart.

Insulation is necessary for climate 
change reasons as well as fuel poverty. 
We need to bring all the UK’s housing 
stock up to band C level or higher by 
2030 if we have a hope of delivering on 
the speed and scale of carbon emissions 
reductions needed. In all, more than  
15 million homes need improving over 
the next 10 years. In York, where I live, 

MIKE CHILDS

this is 5,547 homes per year. In Liverpool 
it is 13,027 homes.

As well as insulation, we need to start 
replacing the gas heating in the UK’s 
homes with eco-heating options such as 
heat pumps.

Insulation isn’t rocket science. Yet the 
UK still has a notoriously old and leaky 
housing stock. But it does cost money 
and successive governments have failed 
to invest in it, particularly over recent 
years. Perhaps that’s about to change? Or 
perhaps it isn’t.

Rishi Sunak, the Chancellor, 
announced £2 billion for home insulation 
in his Plan for Jobs announcement on 
8 July. Included in this was additional 
support for low income homes. It would 
be churlish not to acknowledge this as 
a step in the right direction, especially 
since it will also create 140,000 much 
needed jobs. But it is also important  
to recognise that this will only upgrade 
650,000 homes in total, less than half  
the number we should be upgrading  
each year.

Around £5.4 billion a year is needed 
for insulation and eco-heating. That’s 
roughly the same as the government 
has said it will spend on new climate-
wrecking roads. The money for the 
housing transformation that is needed 
exists – it’s just been squandered on the 
wrong things.

Following on from Sunak’s 
announcement eyes now turn to the 
Spending Review in the autumn.  
This is where the government will set 
out its longer-term spending plans. Will 
multi-year investment in insulation 
and low carbon heating be the top 
infrastructure priority, as it should be?

According to the Financial Times, 
Dominic Cummings is actively opposing 
money being spent on insulation. 
Apparently, he finds it boring and 
anyway isn’t convinced about the UK’s 
climate reduction goals. I guess he 
doesn’t live in a cold home and feels safe 
from the extreme weather that devastates 
particularly poorer communities across 
the world.

Insulation might be boring, but it is 
necessary. That’s why Friends of the 
Earth is working with councils to get the 
resources and powers needed to enable 
local delivery of insulation, as well 
as pushing for a well-funded 10-year 
national insulation programme alongside 
stronger regulations on landlords.

As the Committee on Fuel Poverty 
says in its report, living in cold homes 
negatively affects physical and mental 
health and thereby also the NHS 
Perhaps Sunak gets this and will ignore 
Cummings. Let’s hope so.

Mike Childs is head of science at Friends of the 
Earth (friendsoftheearth.uk)

CITIZENS ADVICE ON LOCKDOWN 
SCAMS
In more normal times I do a lot to 
help my elderly mum, like picking up 
shopping, sorting out her finances, 
making important calls and organising 
her post. But unfortunately with 
lockdown in place I’m not able to see 
her as frequently, and though I’ve still 
been able to drop off her shopping, I’m 
no longer able to help her with the other 
things. I’m particularly worried about 
how much I’ve read about scammers at 
the moment, and I wondered whether 
there’s anything I can do from a 
distance to help protect my mum?

There are a few steps you can take from 
a distance to keep your mother safe and 
lessen your need to worry.

With your mother’s permission you 
can register her landline with the 
Telephone Preference Service. It’s free 
to register and doing so will reduce 
the amount of unwanted sales and 
marketing calls you receive. This won’t 
block all unwanted calls (it won’t work 
on calls from abroad or companies 
she’s given her number to already, for 
example), so your mother will need to 
continue to remain vigilant, but it’ll 
certainly lessen the number of them.

You can encourage your mother to 
talk to her phone provider to see what 
privacy services and call-blocking 
services are available. These services 
aren’t always free but are useful in 
ensuring any call coming through is 
from a trusted or known source. 

In terms of unwanted post, with your 
mother’s permission you can contact 
the Mailing Preference Service to have 

her name taken off of any marketing 
lists. You can also contact Royal Mail 
and opt out of receiving any leaflets 
or unaddressed promotional material. 
Attaching a “no junk mail” sign to her 
front door may also help with this.

When it comes to your mother’s 
finances, if you supply an organisation 
with a letter of authority from the 
account holder, this may allow you 
speak to them on her behalf. This may 
not always be accepted, so if you find 
yourself needing to take over your 
mother’s finances in the future, it’s worth 
looking into a long term solution like a 
Power of Attorney.

It’s also vital that you chat to your 
mother to help her spot the marks of 
a scam herself. At Citizens Advice we 
always advise the following:
• Be suspicious if you’re contacted out 

of the blue, even if it’s from a name 
you recognise

• If it sounds too good to be true it 
probably is

• Never give out your bank details 
unless you are certain you can trust 
the person contacting you 

• Don’t be rushed – you never need to 
make a decision straight away and if 
you feel pressured say “no”, hang up 
the phone, or close the door.

Lastly, if your mother is receiving care 
from her local authority and you think 
she might be being scammed, it’s worth 
reporting your concerns to their Adult 
Safeguarding team. 

If you need further support with 
checking or reporting scams, you can 
contact the Citizens Advice Consumer 
Helpline on 0808 223 1133

Earlier this month a damning indictment 
on the government’s failure on fuel 
poverty was published. You can be 
forgiven for not noticing it. There wasn’t 
a press release and there was no media 
coverage.

It was published by the government’s 
Committee on Fuel Poverty. It said out of 
292,000 fuel-poor band F and G homes 
(the least insulated), 120,000 will fail 
to achieve the target of band E by 2020. 
Band E isn’t a good level of insulation 
– it just isn’t dreadful. The committee 
also said without additional funding the 
2025 and 2030 targets for higher levels of 
insulation will be missed.

There are 2.5 million homes across 
England in fuel poverty. The North West 
has the highest proportion of fuel poor 
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LAST WEEK

The right move isn’t  
an option for everyone,  
says Roger Ratcliffe

Posh people are mocked for the things 
they’re supposed to say while queueing 
at Waitrose, although to me “Sebastian, 
stop hitting your sister or you won’t get 
any brioche” sounds like a parody.

I really do believe this example, 
however, which was allegedly overheard 
at one of the supermarket’s branches in 
leafy Surrey: “Our house has its own 
postcode, it’s really handy for the satnav 
as it takes us half way up our drive.”

Some of those stockbroker belt homes 
actually are havens of rural privacy, 
and there are plenty of similar houses 
in the north where people live in 
splendid isolation, probably with 
their own postcode, and perhaps 
without worrying too much about 
coronavirus. Social distancing 
comes as standard at such 
properties.

But most of us live almost cheek 
by jowl in towns, cities and 
suburbs to be near friends and 
family and, as estate agents 
love to say, be close to all 
amenities. In the post-
coronavirus world, 
though, there is a lot 
of talk about people 
relocating from 
urban to rural 
areas, motivated 
by a desire to 
put as much 
distance as 
possible between 
themselves and the 
air-infecting, surface-
touching masses.

In London one estate 
agent reports that the 
number of people getting 
their homes valued prior to 
putting them on the market 
suggests almost four in 10 
are considering moving out 
to the countryside, driven 
by fear of Covid-19 and a 
second-wave recurrence of 
the restrictions that made 
lockdown life in cities 
particularly claustrophobic.

I have heard of people in 
Leeds who are now eyeing 
up properties deep in the 
Yorkshire Dales, and the 
great exodus from London 
that seemed probable 

HE HAS ISSUES
back in April, when the capital was the 
nation’s coronavirus hotspot, was said to 
be heading north on the M1 and M6.

But by June the rate of new infections 
in London had plummeted while in the 
North West and North East the virus was 
not only still raging but had yet to reach 
its peak. Anyone hoping to find a safe 
bolthole in the Lake District was forced to 
think again when figures revealed  
that a small town like Ulverston on the 
south side of the national park had  
24 deaths, while picture postcard  
villages like Hawkshead and Cartmel 
had 11 between them. So even for those 
people who are rich or comfortably off, 
the inescapable truth this summer is that 
there is nowhere they can safely escape 
to in the UK. 

For anyone with little or no money 
there are even fewer options, and that is 
especially the case for homeless people. 
You can bet they’re not talking about 
finding some rural idyll with roses round 

the door. Their concern is surviving 
social distancing rules that 
have adversely affected hostels 
and refuge shelters and the 
provision of free meals.

According to government 
figures, from the start of 
lockdown more than 90 per cent 
of rough sleepers were offered 

hotel accommodation, 
but what happens when 
the hotels start eyeing 
the tourist trade again? 
With thousands more 
homeless likely to 
result from rising 
unemployment, I fear 
an unprecedented 

crisis later this year. If 
the government can find 
£1.57 billion to bail out 
our cultural life after 
pressure from the great 
and the good, I hope 
as many voices will 
be raised in support 
of the post-lockdown 

homeless. n

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

Not the latest tech innovation but an inbuilt 
genetic defence used by corn plants to recruit 
wasps as bodyguards to ward caterpillars off. 
The findings of a study, led by Keele University 
professor Toby Bruce, have been described as 
a “game changer” in understanding the natural 
defences of crops and reducing the reliance on 
pesticides. 

“That’s my girl”
A 19-year-old Instagram influencer from 
York shared images of her beloved dog who 
appeared to her in a cloud formation after 
dying in her father’s arms. Lucy Ledgeway says 
she was crying for a sign that Sunny the dog 
was OK when she was blessed with the vision. 
Scientists acknowledge this phenomena, 
knows as pareidolia, where people spot faces in 
inanimate objects but the cause is unknown. 

£180 
The price of the “smart mug” Rishi Sunak 
posed with in a pre-budget photoshoot. The 
chancellor announced his mini budget last 
week, which included a £2bn temporary job 
creation scheme for under-25s and a stamp 
duty holiday for the low end of the housing 
market but ultimately demonstrated his own 
financial security with his fancy gadget.  

4 inches

If they weren’t extinct the Kongonaphon would 
definitely be a social media favourite. The 
incredibly ugly-cute miniature insect-eating 
reptile whose name means “tiny bug slayer” 
lived 237m years go and was an ancestor of 
giant dinosaurs. It measured about 16 inches 
long and 4 inches tall and was unearthed by 
scientists in Madagascar. 

Smart crops

Image: Alex Boersma
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Loved by many but loathed by others, beavers’ 
reintroduction to the British countryside after  
an absence of four centuries is not without 
controversy or opposition, finds Roger Ratcliffe

Who gives a dam? 

Deep within one of the thickest, darkest 
forests in Yorkshire a fascinating 
experiment is in progress. A couple of 
beavers have been, well, doing what they 
do best and beavering away at building 
dams over streams with piles of sticks.

It is less than two years since a male 
and female beaver were let loose in 
this part of the North York Moors. They 
made themselves at home by producing 
a couple of offspring – known as kits – 
during their first summer there, and  

this month the female has given birth to 
a third.

Their famous dams have been 
constructed on a tributary stream of the 
River Severn, which drains a remote 
area of the vast Cropton Forest. It is too 
early to say if this five-year trial use of 
natural flood management is responsible 
for slowing the flow downstream to the 
village of Sinnington, which has suffered 
several floods in past decades. But those 
behind the beaver project believe the 

animals have played a part. Certainly, 
another beaver reintroduction scheme on 
the River Otter in Devon has confirmed 
that the dams really do hold back water 
from previously flooded communities.

But bringing back beavers is not just 
about reducing flood risk. It is also 
about the benefits that the ponds and 
lakes created by their dams can have 
for insects, birds, amphibians and bats. 
Which is why the Yorkshire trial is 
being closely watched by wildlife trusts 
in Derbyshire, Lancashire, Cumbria, 
Northumberland and Wales.

Reintroducing beavers is not without 
controversy, however. Farming and 
angling groups are opposed to beavers 
being allowed unimpeded access to rivers 
and streams. In Scotland, beavers are a 
particularly thorny issue. Released on the 
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Who gives a dam? 

Beavers are ideal to watch on webcams 

At Cropton Forest, though, the beavers 
are seen in a more positive light, which 
is hardly surprising given that the 
landowner, Forestry England, is in charge 
of the re-introduction experiment. They 
were released into an area the size of 
10 rugby fields that includes two old 
ornamental fish ponds as well as a natural 
stream. The sanctuary has been secured 
with fences so they can’t escape onto 
neighbouring farmland.

Cath Bashforth, Forestry England’s 
ecologist in Yorkshire, describes beavers 
as “natural habitat engineers” because 
they have created a complex wetland at 
Cropton that wouldn’t otherwise have 
been possible. This has provided a new 
habitat for species of wildlife that had 
declined in area, whilst also slowing the 
flow of water downstream.

“There’s definitely more amphibians 
there,” she says. “And with so many frogs 
and toads the ponds have attracted 12 
herons. We’ve even captured on film a 
tawny owl catching a toad, while we’re 
getting otters sighted more often because 
there’s more water.”

There is currently no public access 
to the beaver enclosure but in a year or 
so Forestry England may allow beaver 
watching limited to small groups. 
However, a wider eco-tourism facility is 
seen as unlikely, says Bashforth.  
“The thing is we want the beavers to 
behave as naturally as possible. We  
don’t want them to be intimidated by 
crowds of people.”

The flood alleviation aspect of the 
beavers’ release is being studied by 
scientists from Exeter University to assess 

upper reaches of the River Tay  
15 years ago, at the last count there  
were more than 450 of them. Although 
they are popular with the public, farmers 
and landowners claim their dams have 
flooded fields. Consequently, last year 
87 beavers were shot under licenses 
issued by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) 
despite Scotland’s parliament making 
beavers a protected species.

SNH says beavers can seriously 
compromise the ability of farmers  
to produce crops or rear livestock in  
low-lying fields that rely on good 
drainage. As well as culling, they 
have tackled the problem by installing 
specially designed beaver-proof fencing 
and re-engineering riverbanks near 
productive fields to make them harder  
for beavers to use.
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whether it could help other flood-hit 
communities in the UK. They are also 
involved in England’s biggest existing 
beaver re-introduction project currently 
taking place in the West Country.

Devon Wildlife Trust released two 
breeding pairs of beavers from Bavaria 
onto the River Otter in 2015, and there 
are now thought to be about 13 family 
groups. “After five years we’ve learned 
an awful lot,” says the trust’s chief 
executive Harry Barton. “For example, 
we’re dealing with a wild animal so you 
can’t completely control it and can’t be 
absolutely certain that beavers will do 
what you want and go where you want. 
But taking that into consideration they 
bring huge benefits, and the negative 
aspects can usually be managed.”

Barton describes the beaver as 
a “keystone species”, which in 
conservation terms means they exercise 
the dominant influence on the habitat 
they occupy, and so are vital to the 
wellbeing of other wildlife. 

For the general public, seeing the 
mammals there can be hit and miss. At 

the start of the Devon project the beavers 
built their lodges near to where there was 
good access, and a lot of people went out 
on summer evenings to see them. But 
eventually this scared off the beavers and 
they are now building their lodges in 
places that are harder to reach.

Barton says: “Most locals know where 
they can see them. People have been 
really responsible and followed the 
advice we’ve put up on red signs.”  
But the beavers have not been so  
popular with some farmers, and to 
address their concerns the trust has  
set up a “beaver hotline”.

Another conservation group hoping 
to re-introduce beavers is Derbyshire 
Wildlife Trust. It is currently running 
a public appeal for funds to establish a 
beaver colony at its Willington Wetlands 
reserve, an old quarry in the Trent Valley. 
It has so far raised £125,000 to pay for the 
fencing – working out about £5 per foot 
– but requires the same amount again to 
bring beavers over from Bavaria.

The trust’s Ben Carter says: “People 
are really enthused by watching wildlife 

from home, as we’ve seen during 
lockdown, and beavers are ideal for that 
on webcams.” 

Looking ahead, he adds that it might 
be possible for beavers to help with slow-
the-flow work in the Upper Derwent 
Valley to the west of Sheffield, which 
may reduce the flood risk at places  
like Matlock.

Earlier this year an organisation called 
the Cumbria Beaver Group, which 
includes conservationists like Cumbria 
Wildlife Trust and the RSPB, was granted 

a licence to begin a re-introduction 
project on the Lowther Estate near 
Penrith. As in the North York Moors and 
Derbyshire these beavers will not be free-
roaming. But the re-introduction is on 
hold due to the coronavirus emergency.

Northumberland Wildlife Trust is 
also working with landowners to find 
suitable sites for beavers, since the trust 
doesn’t have any reserves that would 
accommodate the animals. Its chief 
executive Mike Pratt says that beavers 
could help restore some streams and 
rivers there. 

However, in recent months the 
Department for Environment, Food 
and Rural Affairs has indicated it 
may slow down the process of further 
reintroductions. This is because the 
National Farmers’ Union and landowners 
have voiced concerns about the impact 
of free-roaming beavers on rivers, even 
though that is how they lived when 
they were a native British species nine 
centuries ago. So for the foreseeable 
future, it looks like English beavers  
will have to live with fences. n

Beavers build homes with underwater access called lodges

The sanctuary has been secured with fences so  
they can’t escape onto neighbouring farmland

Flavour of the 
forgotten
Until recently beavers were one of the 
missing pieces in the UK’s wildlife jigsaw.

Once common in Britain, this large rodent 
with distinctive flat tail and webbed feet 
created countless lakes, ponds and wetlands 
in the upper reaches of rivers by building 
dams to deepen watercourses. This enabled 
them to construct their homes, known as 
lodges, with underwater entrances to keep 
them safe from predators like foxes.

However, they were hunted for their meat 
and high-quality fur, while their scent glands 
were prized because of a secretion called 
castoreum, which they used to mark out 
territories. Castoreum from foreign beaver 
populations is still added as a vanilla-like 
flavouring to some ice creams, cakes and 
chewing gum, and is an ingredient of some 
perfumes.

The last beavers in England and Wales 
were seen in the 12th century, but they 
survived in remoter parts of Scotland until 
the 1500s. They were persecuted throughout 
Europe, and although they fared better on 
the Continent than in the UK they had been 
virtually wiped out by the turn of the 20th 
century. Today they survive in eight areas, 
with the biggest population – estimated at 
14,000 – in the German region of Bavaria.

Beavers seen in the Tayside area of 
Scotland around 2006 were thought to  
have escaped from a private collection.  
Their successful breeding prompted a trial 
re-introduction in the Knapdale area of 
Kintyre a few years later, and two beavers 
from that population were released in the 
North York Moors in late 2018. Beavers 
reintroduced to Devon and Cornwall are  
from Bavaria.
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There are no magazines in the hairdressers and she  
needed a mask to go to the toilet in the bar, but otherwise 
Saskia Murphy found some reassuring sights and sounds  
as she ventured out on the weekend of the new normal

Cutting loose

My hairdresser is wearing a visor. It’s the 
first time I’ve seen one in real life, the 
coveted face shields that at the start of 
the pandemic even intensive care doctors 
found almost impossible to acquire. 

Back then, just three short months 
ago, 3D printer hobbyists embarked on 
a mission, banding together to mass 
produce PPE for hospitals and care 
homes. The effort was one of wartime 
magnitude. But today, on the first day  
of the “new normal”, as hair salons,  
bars, restaurants and cinemas in England 
open their doors for the first time since 

March, plastic face shields are ten  
a penny.

The salon manager smiles through 
one as I walk through the door, and I’m 
ushered in quickly. For social distancing 
reasons clients aren’t permitted to stand 
up in the salon, and the waiting area 
has been removed to make way for extra 
chairs, which are spaced out at a safe 
distance, with an empty chair in between 
each client.

There are no women’s magazines 
stacked up on glass coffee tables, no 
offers of hot drinks, and some salons 
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The sound of the chatter is the 
same: the soft hum of a busy salon 
as hairdressers catch up with their 
clients. But the chat itself is different. 
My hairdresser and I don’t talk about 
holidays we’ve got planned, restaurants 
we’ve eaten in, or nights out we’ve been 
on. Instead we talk about how nice it is  
to see new faces, and how strange life  
has been in quarantine. 

My hairdresser had a baby four weeks 
before the lockdown was announced, and 
she and her family have missed out on 
those precious moments as grandparents 
and extended family members have been 
unable to get to know the new arrival. 
But she’s staying positive. Her toddler has 
gone back to nursery, and she’s glad to be 
back at work. She’s missed the structure, 
the clients, the job itself. She’s keen to 
throw herself back into it, face shield or 
no face shield.

Outside, I walk into a busy Saturday 
afternoon in a Stockport suburb. Queues 
form at delis and coffee shops. People 
stand at a safe distance in the rain. It feels 
like a Saturday of normal times, before 
more than 44,000 people lost their lives.

Eight miles down the road, in 
Manchester city centre, bars and 
restaurants gear up for the new normal. 

In the Northern Quarter, Stevenson 
Square has been closed off to traffic 
to create more space outside. I visit 
on Sunday afternoon, when the keen 
Saturday crowds who were among 

the first in the country to order their 
first post-lockdown pint are nursing 
hangovers.

The changes are impressive. Bus stops 
have been temporarily decommissioned 
by Manchester City Council to make way 
for pop-up drinking dens, where people 
can benefit from the shelter while sitting 
outside, and bar owners have put out 
extra chairs and tables in the square.

So far, so good. It feels normal, just 
better. But in Ply, previously a bustling 
bar and popular pizza restaurant on  
the edge of the square, the changes feel 
more acute.

A friendly staff member wearing PPE 
greets my partner and me at the entrance, 
takes our temperatures and asks us to 
sanitise our hands. It’s quieter than usual, 
and the waiter requests we wear masks 
when walking past the bar to the toilets. 

We sit at a table in the window and 
watch as shoppers walk past. It feels 
different, for sure, but not necessarily 
in a bad way. We’ve been inside for less 
than five minutes and it already feels 
like an acceptable, adaptable new way to 
enjoy all the things we loved before the 
pandemic took hold. 

The waiter brings over a disposable 
drinks menu, and when our pints of 
Dortmunder arrive the bubbles dance  
in the glass. We order pizza topped  
with figs, rocket and prosciutto. After 
months of experimenting with recipes  
at home, it’s nice to eat something I 
haven’t had to cook. It’s nice not to  
have to do the washing up. It’s nice  
to be out of my living room. It’s nice  
to be out in the world.

Later, we sit at a table in Flok, another 
bar in Stevenson Square. The bar had to 
close early on its first night after a group 
of people gathered outside the venue. 
But today, it’s a chilled Sunday crowd, 
and social distancing comes naturally. A 
perspex guard has been erected at the bar, 
and it’s table service only.

For now, it’s bliss. But nobody knows 
what the next few weeks will bring. It 
feels like the peak of the pandemic was a 
horror film and this part is the sequel, one 
where the plot feels a bit shaky and the 
writers still don’t know which way the 
story will go.

But still, there’s hope. People smile at 
each other behind masks. People queue 
up respectfully. People turn up to support 
local businesses. There is optimism and a 
will to return to some form of normality – 
however it might look. n

across the country are asking clients to 
wash their hair at home in a bid to reduce 
contact. 

I booked my appointment in May, by 
the way, for those who are wondering 
how I managed to wangle my way into  
a salon within hours of it opening.  
Back then, 4 July was just a tentative 
date for reopening the country, and I’m 

not sure how okay I was with the idea of 
someone touching my head, but I booked 
the appointment out of sheer, hopeful 
desperation that things might be back to 
normal by then. 

I’m not sure what I was expecting, but 
not much has changed. The salon I go 
to is quite big, so even with a one metre 
distance between each chair, plenty of 
people are in the room.

“It’s nice not to have to do the washing  
up. It’s nice to be out of my living room.”

Below: Saskia Murphy and partner Josh in the 
new getting ready to go out. Left: optimism as 
people in Manchester return to bars on  
Saturday 4 July. Photo: Oli Scarff/Getty
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AN EMERGENCY  
STATE OF MIND

I am watching a female reporter covering 
a huge, spontaneous protest in front of 
the Parliament building. Her eyes are 
red, tears running down her face, she 
is coughing from the teargas, but she is 
fierce and persistent in presenting us 
with a picture of what has really been 
happening on the streets of Belgrade  
in the last couple of hours.

A protester explains that he is here 
because of his father, who died of  
Covid-19 due to the lack of ventilators. 
All the while, people are fighting the 
police behind his back.

The latest news is that our president 
introduced the curfew again. Only in 
Belgrade? Or for the whole country? It’s 
not clear. The only thing that is clear 
is that people are frightened, confused, 
distressed and exhausted. Following the 
curfew announcement, people began 
gathering in front of the parliament 
building – protesting, taking on the 
police, refusing to stay silent. Between 
15,000 and 20,000 people take to 
the streets. No, they are not protesting 
because of the new measures – they  
are protesting because they have been 
lied to for months while their lives  
were endangered.

Only one cable television channel 
is covering events while our nation 
broadcaster is airing a movie starring 
Jackie Chan. Surreal.

The populist right-wing Serbian 
government declared a state of emergency 
on 15 March. Schools, nurseries, and 
universities were shut down. The army 
was deployed to the streets, hospitals  
and borders, which were closed until  
7 May. Curfew was imposed and public 
transport and intercity connections were 
closed. For eight full weeks, people aged 
65 and older were forbidden to leave their 
homes, while everybody else could go 

outside between 5am and 5pm. Several 
times curfews lasted the whole weekend, 
from 60 to 84 hours.

These measures were introduced after 
the health situation became rapidly 
worse. Initially officials made fun of the 
epidemic. During a government press 
conference they even recommended that 
women, being more resistant to the virus, 
should go to Italy for shopping, “since 
the shopping season is approaching”. 
There was a huge deficit in masks, 
gloves, disinfectants and tests until China 
sent two planes full of equipment and 
deployed a group of medical workers  
to Serbia.

We were lacking in medical personnel. 
Like everywhere in Europe, our 
healthcare system was hit by austerity 
measures, which led to a significant 

outflow of medical workers to West 
Europe, especially to Germany. In March, 
the government initiated a campaign to 
bring them back, but it was mostly based 
on a moral, patriotic stance and there was 
a big question mark over whether they 
would manage to inspire anyone to come 
back and work for monthly wages that 
range from €350 for nurses up to €1,000 
for specialists.

At the same time, the government 
lashed out at a huge number of people 
who came back to Serbia from abroad. 
More than 300,000 came back and some 
were stuck at airports around the world 
for weeks. President Vučić and his 
associates claimed that these people only 
came back to get free medical treatment, 
which of course is not free – not even for 
people living in Serbia. Simultaneously, 

Serbia is the only EU country to use measures 
 to suppress the virus to strengthen autocratic power

After opening up the country in time for parliamentary 
elections, Serbia renewed lockdown measures last week, 
leading to mass protests in the capital and violent clashes 
with police. Nikoleta Kosovac reports from Belgrade

they blamed returnees – people forced to 
return home from temporary residences 
for work or study – for bringing 
coronavirus to Serbia. 

For more than eight weeks, people 
were confused, scared and uncertain 
of what they should and shouldn’t do 
because the government was changing 
measures so frequently. The atmosphere 
was extremely tense and it made people 
feel like whatever they were doing  
was wrong.

In the seventh week, with the first 
signs of the virus weakening and under 
economic pressures, on 21 April the first 
relaxation measures commenced, with 
the opening of construction sites, green 
markets, gyms and craft shops, and a 
schedule for other economic sectors  
was announced.

Although the epidemic did not 
stop with the abolition of the state of 
emergency, the government made a 
decision to hold elections at the end of 
June. Following this announcement, 
everything was allowed again. Overnight, 
football matches with over 20,000 fans in 
a stadium, weddings and parties without 
any restrictions were allowed. 

If someone told me in February, while I 
was working on the new issue of Serbian 
street paper Liceulice, that we would 
be reading it exclusively on the internet 
while the world went into isolation, 
that – as in some post-apocalyptic 
film – victims would be counted, cured 
or buried, and that the world would 
change so dizzyingly, I would not have 
believed them. The world has changed 
dramatically but some things just stay  
the same. 

Those who were most vulnerable 
before the virus remain so. The list is long 
– from women who have been detained 
for weeks with domestic violence 
perpetrators, through Roma communities 
living in informal settlements without 
electricity and water, to people with 
disabilities who cannot leave social care 
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institutions to ride for free every day 
between work and home. One fast-food 
restaurant in Belgrade advertised free 
sandwiches for those who couldn’t afford 
to eat. One of my favourite initiatives is 
the Solidarity Kitchen – citizens who 
for months have been cooking in their 
homes, packing and transporting food to 
the homeless and vulnerable in Belgrade. 
Now we are back to square one, and we 
will manage this time as well, but when 
this is all over, we must not forget to 
continue to fight to bring about change.

Unesco says that Serbia is the only 
European country to have introduced 
restrictive measures designed to suppress 
the spread of the coronavirus pandemic 
to strengthen autocratic power. 

The election at the end of June was 
another true horror story. The elections 
were boycotted by the largest opposition 
parties and the ruling Serbian Progressive 
Party won 60 per cent of the vote, with 
a 49 per cent turnout. There were a 
large number of irregularities at polling 
stations and the government risked the 
health of citizens by relaxing measures 

before the elections and under-playing 
the seriousness of the situation. In the 
week leading up to the elections there 
were around 90 new daily cases reported 
but the real number, according to the 
Balkan Investigative Reporting Network, 
was more than 300. The government 
dismissed these accusations, despite 
figures being publicly available.

Whatever happens in the coming  
days in Serbia what we will have, and 
what no one can take away from us, is 
a public determination to never give up 
helping and taking care of each other.  
In these times of fear and uncertainty,  
of insufficient hospital beds, of death  
and of police officers patrolling the streets 
again, solidarity is our main strength and 
the only way to make things better for  
the people. n

Nikoleta Kosovac is co-founder and 
programme coordinator for Belgrade’s 
street paper Liceulice (Face to Face) 
and board member of the International 
Network of Street Papers, of which  
Big Issue North is a member

institutions, and the homeless to whom 
#StayHome is meaningless. We can’t 
return to “normal” until everyone is safe, 
or at least until we can say we did our 
best for them. 

Social policies and the provision of 
services, even without a pandemic, 
are largely down to civil society 
organisations (CSOs) in Serbia. Citizens 
organised and came up with ideas about   
how to help others during the pandemic 
and CSOs drew attention to the dangers 
posed by the state of emergency for 
vulnerable groups. 

Fashion designers from Niš, a city in 
the south of Serbia, started to sew face 
masks, donating them to organisations 
and medical institutions because you 
couldn’t find any for sale. Feminist 
organisations drew attention to the fact 
that self-isolation can enable perpetrators 
of domestic violence to intensify control, 
abuse and prevent victims from seeking 
protection. 

The CarGo app, our version of Uber, 
allowed all doctors, nurses, technicians 
and other employees in healthcare 

“Serbians are not protesting because of the new lockdown measures – they are protesting because they have been lied to.” Photo: Martyn Aim/Getty 
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Who wouldn’t welcome the multi-million pound investment 
of a new arena in a previously deprived part of a city?  
The owners of Manchester’s existing arena for one.  
But although the plans have provoked a fierce corporate 
battle, is anyone else concerned, asks Neil Tague

Ringside seats

Birmingham’s got two. London’s got 
two and is getting a third. Glasgow’s 
got three, although only one is large. 
No one should really be surprised that 
Manchester would want a second indoor 
sports and concerts venue.

What’s that, you say? It already has the 
country’s largest? True up to a point. But 
with the Manchester Arena looking every 
one of its 25 years, and rarely able to sell 
to capacity, opportunity has been scented.  

At an upcoming planning committee 
meeting, perhaps as early as next month, 
Manchester City Council will consider 
the £350 million proposal by US 
company Oak View Group (OVG) for a 
23,500-capacity venue at Eastlands, close 
to Manchester City’s Etihad stadium.

Plans were lodged in March, while 
those with competing interests have 
objected long and loud. Although the 
proposal is strongly fancied by property 

insiders to be green-lit, its scale likely 
means waiting until the planning 
committee is working in full – during 
the Covid-19 lockdown, a scaled-down 
team of three has been considering 
applications. 

OVG’s case is that Manchester  
deserves a step up in class from  
the now-dated Manchester Arena,  
which opened in 1995. It promises 
something not just better, but bigger.  
Due to its configuration, Manchester 
Arena usually operates at 16,000  
rather than its nominal 21,000 capacity. 
OVG’s proposal is for a 20,000-space 
arena, which due to a flexible design 
would extend to 23,500 for certain events. 

A study by PwC for OVG reports that 
in 2014-2018 fewer than 10 per cent 
of Manchester Arena’s events received 
more than 15,000 attendees. But over 
that period, a Mintel UK Concerts and 

Festivals report says the UK’s live  
music ticketing market grew 6.7 per cent. 
OVG’s claim is that Manchester, a city 
that has enjoyed a 39 per cent increase  
in its working-age population between 
2000 and 2018, is missing out on a 
growing market. 

The existing arena had for years ranked 
second only to London’s O2 in UK 
attendance numbers, but Glasgow’s  
2013-built SSE Hydro arena has charged 
up the field despite only having a 
capacity of 13,600. Over the period 
studied it tallied up average annual 
ticket sales of 980,000 compared with 
Manchester’s 950,000, and bagged  
prime events such as BBC Sports 
Personality of the Year.

OVG intends to build its “next-
generation” offer on an 11-acre site to the 
north of the Etihad stadium, currently 
used for overspill parking. Populous, 
designer of Tottenham Hotspur’s much-
praised new stadium, is the architect. 

The US company says the project will 
bring more than 500 full-time equivalent 
jobs to a part of Manchester that remains 
one of the most deprived areas in the 
UK. The venue will effectively use the 
transport infrastructure in place to get 
people to and from City games – clashes 
will be avoided where possible. 
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property website Place North West  
“only one venue will survive, and if  
it’s not ours then the city will lose  
1.2 million people coming through it  
and could turn to tumbleweed”.  
He called the plans “absolutely crazy”. 

Crazy or not, they’ve stirred ASM into 
action. In March, the operator revealed 
plans for an overhaul that would take 
capacity to 24,000. Features include the 
creation of additional concourse levels to 
improve circulation, a dedicated level for 
VIP areas, and new food and drink outlets 
on the event floor.

It’s easy to see why many regard  
the Eastlands proposal as a shoo-in.  
It will add allure and rental income to 
the Etihad campus developed by the 
council’s cherished partner Abu Dhabi 
United Group (it’s also worth pointing  
out here that Silver Lake, a key investor 
in OVG, also invested with ADUG and 
the City Football Group in 2019). And  
the council has long desired Eastlands  
to be more than just sport, going back  

to the super-casino bid of 2007. The city 
has been accused of only caring about 
shiny city centre towers, and surely 
would trumpet this project as proof it 
takes action elsewhere. 

What does this mean for locals, 
and does anyone care? In relative 
terms, seemingly not. Where other 
major proposals have attracted highly 
mobilised, grassroots opposition, notably 
the opposition to Peel’s plans for a Ryder 
Cup-standard golf course in Bolton, and 
the Gary Neville-fronted St Michael’s 
tower scheme in central Manchester, 
that’s not happened here. 

A two-stage public consultation, 
flagged up with brochures and 
community postcard deliveries and 
accompanied by online resources, was 
held in late 2019 – box-ticking maybe, 
but done properly. The plans seem to 

neither excite nor antagonise. Only 109 
people attended across the initial drop-in 
sessions. 

Much of OVG’s planning submission 
focuses on traffic, public transport, job 
opportunities for locals and enhanced 
walking and cycling routes to the centre. 
The jobs highlighted above include  
47 full-time and around 1,000 part-time 
roles, while the transport issues should 
be tackled by projects under the Bee 
Network banner, as Chris Boardman’s 
walking and cycling routes are 
introduced through the city. 

Each side has employed 
gamesmanship. In a package of five 
quotes from the opposing coalition, 
three referred to protecting a business 
community battling Covid-19 – in reality, 
it will be three years before anything is 
built. Starkey’s talk of tumbleweed in  
the city centre feels hyperbolic.  

Equally, it’s hard to argue that a 
“markets supporting two arenas” 
argument should combine Leeds and 
Sheffield, as OVG does, but not consider 
the Liverpool and Manchester – roughly 
equivalent in distance – together. 

Donnelly, however, insists there’s room 
for both. “A new state-of-the-art venue 
in Manchester would increase overall 
event numbers and attendances in the 
city. We know two arenas in Manchester 
can exist side by side, with even the most 
conservative growth scenario showing a 
new arena would result in 750,000 extra 
ticket sales, bringing huge benefits to 
East Manchester and the city centre in 
associated visitor spend and jobs.”

Clearly, those parts of the city centre 
that thrive on the back of Arena events 
would suffer if its programme declined. 
But other areas could be given a lift, 
such as the £1 billion plans around the 
Mayfield depot, the Portugal Street East 
area close to Piccadilly station, and the 
already-burgeoning Ancoats. In reality, 
the historic “city centre” has been 
expanding in all directions for years – 
ASM may need to start running just to 
stay still. n

OVG’s chief operating officer 
Mark Donnelly tells Big Issue North: 
“Manchester is falling behind other 
major cities in the UK for live events 
and, without a new arena, it’s likely 
that the city will permanently lose its 
historic role as the biggest market for live 
entertainment outside of London.

“The existing arena is limited both 
in terms of capacity and in its ability to 
attract all the best events to Manchester. 
The provision of OVG’s new arena, which 
will exceed the capacity and quality of 
the O2, would allow the north to secure 
more events, including those which 
currently only happen in London. This 
new market would help reverse the 
current drain of northern leisure spend to 
London, in line with the national priority 
to rebalance the UK economy.” 

Not unsurprisingly, ASM Global,  
owner of the Manchester Arena, is at 
the head of a small army of commercial 
objectors, which also includes Printworks 
owner DTZ Investors, restaurant group 
Living Ventures, Manchester Arndale and 
Corn Exchange owner Aviva Investors.  

Charles River Associates, tasked with 
making the case for the opposition, 
argues that there is “no market need” for 
a second venue, there are “significant 
flaws” in OVG’s evidence, and that the 
creation of 181,000 sq ft of food and 
beverage and other retail included in 
the OVG plan would threaten an annual 
visitor spend by gig-goers of £114 million 
in the city centre. 

An ASM statement says: “We firmly 
believe that this planning application 
presents a very real threat to not only our 
venue and transformative redevelopment 
plans, but to our neighbouring hotels, 

bars, restaurants and stores, at what is an 
already fragile time.

“Independent analysis clearly 
demonstrates there is no demand for a 
second major venue in Manchester. To 
introduce another would risk running 
the other out of business, taking with 
it the visitors and spend it positively 
contributes to surrounding businesses. 
Analysis demonstrates the astounding 
nature of the market projections included 
within the planning application – 
projections which rely on cherry-picked 
data and ignore historical growth.”

Research for ASM by consultancy 
Grant Thornton says that while 80 per 
cent of gig attendees at the Arena spend 
money in the city centre, half of those 
say they wouldn’t head into the centre at 
all if visiting a fringe location. Last year, 
ASM vice-president John Sharkey told 

“This new market would help reverse the 
 drain of northern leisure spend to London.”

U2 on stage at Manchester Arena and, above, graphic of the proposed new arena. Photo: Getty
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SELECT  

Sheffield

The commissioned poets from DINA’s Small 
Pleasures Anthology perform their work in 
free online reading Small Pleasures Project 
Poetry Night. All the poets for the 23 July 
event, including Nadia Emam (pictured), are 
Sheffield based or have a link to the city.
eventbrite.co.uk/e/small-pleasures-project-
poetry-night-tickets-108967984174

This online National Youth Theatre 
production premieres on 23 July, running until 
31 July on its YouTube page, and features 
time travel, couples therapy – and dancing. 
Made and rehearsed during lockdown,  
Tiny Dancer is a fast-paced video drama.
nyt.org.uk/whats-on/tiny-dancers

Tatton

Tatton Park at Home is a virtual celebration of RHS Flower Show Tatton Park, with fabulous 
flowers, plants, design and information on gardening careers. Starting on 22 July, Back to Back 
Gardens demonstrates ways with small gardens, and there’s growing advice and shopping from 
home.
rhs.org.uk/shows-events/tatton-park-at-home

London

In her 80th birthday year, Judy Chicago – one of the most important feminist artists of the last 
half-century – received her first major exhibition in the UK. The exhibition is currently closed 
under lockdown but can still be visited online.
baltic.art/whats-on/exhibitions/judy-chicago

Gateshead

Photo credit: Judy Chicago/Artists Rights Society
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SELECT  THINGS TO DO ONLINE THIS WEEK

London

Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart, a rowdy young prodigy, arrives determined to make a splash. 
Awestruck by his genius, court composer Antonio Salieri has the power to promote his talent or 
destroy it. Stream the National Theatre’s production of Amadeus, based on Peter Shaffer’s play, 
with Lucian Msmati playing Salieri and live orchestral accompaniment by Southbank Sinfonia.
nationaltheatre.org.uk/shows/nt-at-home-amadeus

Leeds

Online is this year’s production of Benjamin Britten’s spine-chilling ghostly opera Turn of the 
Screw, part of #OperaNorthAtHome. In a remote country house a governess fights to protect 
two orphaned children from strange and menacing spirits. It was staged at Leeds Grand Theatre.
operanorth.co.uk/watch-online/watch-online-the-turn-of-the-screw

Manchester

Home’s new production asks what if 
there was a parallel universe floating 3cm 
underneath the surface of the world? 
Actualquest is an interactive, immersive, 
fantasy musical set in and around your own 
home. All you need is a smart device, about  
25 minutes and a giddy sense of adventure.
homemcr.org/production/actualquest

Birmingham

On 21 July Australian comedy duo  
The Commentators give forth on films they 
have never seen, including Psycho, Dirty 
Dancing and Back to the Future. Film on the 
Radio is brought to you online by the theatre 
group Stan’s Café.
stanscafe.co.uk/project-stans-internet-
cafe.html#commentators
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Few people have exerted more influence on the world we now live in 
than Rupert Murdoch, yet the man himself remains difficult to pin down. 
A bogeyman to the left, a figurehead to the right, we know him more 
through the way he has recast our media and politics than anything 
uniquely personal.

Does this three-part documentary series change that? On the 
evidence of the first episode, sadly not. Despite the title, it is more 
interested in the late 1990s period when Tony Blair courted Murdoch 
and convinced him to back Labour at the 1997 election, setting off an 
ideological bomb in his party the shrapnel from which still festers.

There’s certainly no faulting the calibre of interviewee called before 
the cameras. Hugh Grant and Tom Watson are not fans. Alan Sugar, Nigel 
Farage and Steve Bannon are. More illuminating are the perspectives 
of those who toiled in Murdoch’s newsrooms or captained his flagship 
titles. Andrew Neil and Piers Morgan are here, inevitably. Real insight 
remains elusive however. When former News of the World reporter 
Graham Johnson, who penned sleazy hit pieces on Tory MPs in 1997, 
declares that the paper was “like having a division of the SS at your beck 
and call” we get a glimpse of how Murdoch’s interests translated into the 
news agenda, but nothing really sticks.

The show’s fidgety structure must take some of the blame for this. 
It hops from strand to strand, delivering the occasional juicy quote but 
never developing a coherent narrative. The idea of Murdoch’s dynasty – 
and the King Lear-style power struggle between his children, Elizabeth, 
Lachlan and James – is alluded to, but with no direct input from them, this 
material is all second-hand psychology. Instead, interview clips and home 
movies from a more agreeable Australian documentary provide the only 
first-hand look inside Murdoch’s world.

And that’s the fundamental weakness here. At the end of this first 
episode, Murdoch and his dynasty remain abstract figures. Like a black 
hole, their presence can only be detected by the effect their gravity has 
on the people around them. UK politics has bent to this family’s will for 
over half a century. Few who follow the news will be surprised by that 
revelation, but there is some value, perhaps, in at least having the details 
laid out in one place.

DAN WHITEHEAD

SEE HEAR

THE RISE OF THE MURDOCH DYNASTY
BBC Two, Tuesday 14 July, 9pm

In John Ford’s 1962 western The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance, the 
famous saying “when the legend becomes fact, print the legend” made its 
debut, hinting at the gulf between the reality of myth-making events and 
the version destined to be remembered. True History of the Kelly Gang, 
from director Justin Kurzel, dives right into that liminal space with a 
delirious look at the famous Australian outlaw, whose popular image has 
been boiled down to home-made suits of armour and train robberies.

There’s very little of that easy-sell iconography in this telling, which 
starts with Kelly as the young son of Irish convicts witnessing his parents 
being degraded and abused by English officers, before learning the harsh 
truths of outback life from a brutish mentor (Russell Crowe in cameo), 
and eventually becoming an unbalanced but headstrong rabble-rouser, 
played with unnerving intensity by George Mackay, who leads a doomed 
uprising against the occupying colonial powers.

Kurzel shoots the story with a truly surreal flair, his camera detached 
and woozy, the landscape both desolate and beautiful, his characters 
grimy and desperate. Moments of pitch-black comedy rub up against 
jolts of violent tragedy and morbid absurdity. At times it makes 19th 
century Australia look and sound downright contemporary, a choice that 
feels even more prescient now that the world is wrestling so publicly with 
the symbols of empire. An unorthodox history lesson, but a powerful one.

History also gets a makeover, albeit with a more crowd-pleasing 
sheen, in Hamilton, the award-winning musical now available on Disney+. 
This is a recording of the original Broadway cast, shot in 2016, and for 
those unaware it tells the story of Creole immigrant Alexander Hamilton 
through the War of Independence to becoming one of the Founding 
Fathers of the United States. It’s a boisterous and exuberant affair, 
performed almost entirely by black, Asian and Hispanic actors. The 
music, too, draws from hip-hop, soul and jazz and while it inevitably takes 
liberties with the truth, its very concept offers a gently probing new 
perspective on a story usually filtered through a white lens.

Finally, a celebration of historical artefacts can be found in  
The Booksellers, a documentary about New York’s antiquarian book 
dealing community. It’s a gently fascinating subculture and the film  
digs deeper than you might expect.

DAN WHITEHEAD

TRUE HISTORY OF THE KELLY GANG (DVD/Blu-ray/Digital)
HAMILTON (Disney+)
THE BOOKSELLERS (Digital to rent or buy)

TELEVISION
ON DEMAND
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Leading the charge of new releases finding 
their way onto a cinema screen is musical 
comedy drama Stage Mother (from 31 July). 
A conservative Texas church-choir director, 
Maybelline, inherits her recently deceased 
son’s drag club, and surprises her closed-
minded husband, and everyone else she knows, 
by moving alone to San Francisco to save 
the club from bankruptcy. There she begins 
to open up and find new meaning for her life, 
even becoming a mother figure to the club’s 
flamboyant performers, until a surprise visit 
threatens to upend her new life.

One of the few independent cinemas to 
reopen is Storyhouse in Chester, which has 
converted its theatre into a second screen and 
put in a range of measures to ensure a safe, 
socially distanced, viewing experience. Its 
initial line up of films include some released 
earlier in the year that had runs cut short by  
the pandemic and some recent favourites  
such as A Star Is Born.

CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN

Two albums of Britpop-inspired indie rock have 
fuelled DMA’S steady rise, with the Australian 
group’s last LP, 2018’s For Now, narrowly 
missing out on the UK top 10.

Rather than abandon the formula, the band’s 
coronavirus-delayed third record expands and 
finesses their sound, adding dance beats and 
pulsating synths to the mix. The result is no 
less derivative or indebted to the 1990s than 
what went before, but does at least show a 
different side to the Sydney trio. DMA’S ability 
to write a rousing arms-aloft anthem also 
remains overwhelmingly intact, with a swirling 
Hello Girlfriend, U2-esque Never Before and 
harmonious Silver, complete with hyper-
catchy “I’m still coming down” hook, among the 
immediate highlights here.   

Another standout moment comes in the 

form of Life Is A Game Of Changing, which 
layers shimmering synths, melodic bass, 
Tommy O’Dell’s warm emotive vocals and FX-
drenched guitars atop a driving 4/4 electronic 
beat, conjuring up a cross between New Order 
and Coldplay’s dancier excursions. Elsewhere, 
Criminals’ euphoric chorus (“You can be anyone 
now”) and a blossoming Strangers tap into the 
same optimistic attitude that once made Oasis 
so popular.

Like the Gallagher brothers, DMA’S appeal 
is based entirely on feelgood communal tunes 
that can be easily sung along to. The Glow 
doesn’t break any musical boundaries, but on 
that basic, rudimentary level it delivers the 
goods.

RICHARD SMIRKE

THE BETHS 
Jump Rope Glazers 
(Carpark) 


Packed full of bright indie 
rock songs, The Beths’ 2018 
debut was an unexpected joy 
that enabled the Kiwi group to 
quit their jobs and travel the 
world. Follow-up record Jump 
Rope Glazers was written 
by singer Elizabeth Stokes 
between touring and reflects 
her change in circumstances. 
“Long distance is the wrong 
distance,” she laments on Do 
You Want Me Now, a charming 
lo-fi love song about being far 
from home. Don’t Go Away 
draws on similar sentiments, 
within a zesty grunge setting. 
Best of all is Dying To Believe, 
a bittersweet blast of power 
pop complete with a vaulting 
chorus. 

RUFUS WAINWRIGHT 
Unfollow The Rules
(BMG) 


An original opera and 
adaptation of Shakespearean 
sonnets preceded Rufus 
Wainwright’s first new album 
of non-classical material 
since 2012. His label is billing 
Unfollow The Rules as a “pop” 
album, which is an interesting 
way to describe a dozen 
bursts of baroque melodrama 
and arch wordplay. “Under the 
English moon, there I learned 
to survive,” he sings on rousing 
Joni Mitchell homage Damsel 
In Distress. Wainwright turns 
his distinctive vibrato to 
country rock and aching piano 
ballads with characteristic 
style and wit. “Come with 
me to a wonderous land,” he 
beckons midway through.  

DALAI LAMA 
Inner World 
(Hitco/Khandro)


Oh, how I would love to say the 
Dalai Lama’s debut album is 
a pulverising drum and bass 
epic. Of course, the reality 
is rather more sedate and 
calming. Released to mark 
his holiness’s 85th birthday, 
Inner World pairs a series 
of Buddhist teachings and 
mantras with a soft bed of 
ambient noodling, chiming 
guitar patterns and floating 
woodwind. Far worse crimes 
have been committed in the 
name of music, although 
there’s little here to lift it 
above a regular pan pipe 
moods compilation. The 
exception is the gently 
absorbing Ama La, featuring 
sitarist Anoushka Shankar.

MUSIC

STATE OF INDEPENDENTS

DMA’S
The Glow (Infectious/BMG)



CINEMA

Unless you are from Bend, 
Oregon, where the last 
one clings on for dear 
life, Blockbuster stores 
will be a distant memory. 
Big Potato Games’ ode 
to the video store rentals, Blockbuster is a 
straight-up movie trivia game where even the 
most passive film viewer can win big points. 

Someone from each of two teams will put 
themselves forward to go head to head with 
each other. A card reveals a random category – 
movies with a city in the title, for example – and 
players go back and forth giving examples. 

The winner progresses into the second 
round, picking up six random cards from 
another deck. With 30 seconds on the buzzer, 
teams take it in turn to convey films to their 
team mates by using either a single word, 
quoting from it, or acting it out charades-style. 
The game is won when a team has collected a 
card from eight different genres. 

The box itself is made to look like a VHS box. 
It’s a joy to play and has massive replay value. It 
doesn’t quite bring you the experience of going 
to rent a video cassette but it will test your 
memory and spark some fond ones.

Read the full review of Blockbuster in the 
See Hear section of bigissuenorth.com  

GET ON BOARD
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Lowry’s lamps When LS Lowry (1887-1976) came to public 
attention in the 1950s and 1960s, he was 
frequently photographed with a street 
lamp in the background. It was a mark of 
the urban setting; a symbol of the streets 
that he had traipsed around for over half a 
century and the predominantly urban art that 
he produced. He is known for his so called 
matchstick men but he observed everyday 
items of street furniture just as closely. They 
are incorporated into his paintings with the 
same judicious sense of artistic licence.

I have taken a particular interest in 
street furniture since early childhood and 
came to judge an urban work of art by the 

Richard Mayson writes about the Salford artist’s  
sense of place, depicted through one enduring  
motif throughout his body of work – lamp posts

IN THE FRAME
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artist’s ability to portray a street  lamp. It is 
a plain fact to me that, in art, there are good 
street lights and there are bad ones. Forever 
looking at street lights both in situ and in art, 
I recall looking at a Lowry and thinking that he 
really couldn’t do a good one. The enigmatic 
walking-stick lights and the elongated 
telegraph poles that he used in many of his 
large industrials seemed to have little or no 
relationship to anything that I had seen in our 
part of the world. 

Mottram in Longdendale, a gritstone village 
on the edge of the Pennines, was home for me 
until my late teens. It was also Lowry’s home  
for the latter years of his life. He was not 
greatly admired in Mottram, as word had 
spread that he intensely disliked the village. 
He rarely depicted the place in his pictures, 
though he did include residents of Mottram, 
often without them knowing. He once said of 
us: “They’re nice folk. I’ve nothing against them. 
It’s the place... it does nothing for me.” 

Lowry didn’t do much for me either at 
the time. In the 1970s Lowry had become 
something of a cliché. Living where we did, 
you saw so many reproductions of Lowry’s 
industrial landscapes that it led you to wonder 
what the fuss was about. Mike Leigh used 
Lowry to just such an effect in his play Abigail’s 
Party (1977) when the estate agent, looking for 

cultural respectability, points out a Lowry print 
hanging on the living room wall and attempts to 
stimulate a conversation about it. The ensuing 
dialogue is all about “taste” and Leigh uses 
the Lowry reproduction to signal the cultural 
ambitions of someone who knows nothing 
about art. 

At around the time of Lowry’s death in 1976 
there was  a creeping nostalgia for a past that 
was being eradicated. This was a time when 
the landmarks of the Industrial Revolution 
were rapidly disappearing. In the late 1960s 
the two-storey back-to-back houses on either 
side of Ashton Old Road and Hyde Road on 
the way into central Manchester were being 
steadily torn down. Some were replaced by 
forbidding pre-fab, pebble-dashed blocks 
quickly named Fort Beswick and Fort Ardwick 
by the locals. The giant mills that consumed and 
disgorged hundreds of workers every morning 
and evening were closing all around us and their 
rows of windows went permanently dark. Some 
of these had been built by my grandfather and 
great grandfather. 

The people were changing  along with the 
landscape. The lame, oddball and down-and-out 
characters that so fascinated Lowry in later life 
(his so called grotesques) were dying out. Gas 
lamps, like these people, were becoming a thing  
of the past, having nearly all been replaced by 

brutalist concrete lamp standards with the 
intense orange sodium lights that illuminated 
the cold gloom. 

As I became more familiar with the breadth 
of his work I came to re-evaluate Lowry. There 
is so much more to see than those “matchstalk 
men and matchstalk cats and dogs” in the song 
that helped to popularise Lowry in the 1970s.  

In my book Lowry’s Lamps I delve into some 
of the most under-appreciated aspects of his 
works. He was a master of observation and 
composition, and street furniture forms an 
important part of Lowry’s busy scenes. Some 
of these are akin to a theatrical set and lamp 
posts often have more than a walk-on part. As 
his work developed, lamps, telegraph poles 
and monuments became a subject in their own 
right. 

Lowry stayed true to his northern roots. 
Talking to an art student at the Crane Kalman 
Gallery, in Manchester, the artist said: “I can’t 
think what you want to go to London for. You 
won’t find any better lampposts there... No 
sir, you can only paint where you belong – and 
that is where you were born.” With my lifelong 
passion for street lights, this is emblematic of 
Lowry’s strong sense of place. 

Richard Mayson’s book Lowry’s Lamps is 
published by Unicorn at £20

Lighting-up time: lamp posts feature in, left to right, Lowry’s A Footbridge, A Lamp and Mill Scene, and are the subject of Richard Mayson’s book
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Author Q&A:  
Frances Cha
IF I HAD YOUR FACE
(Viking, £12.99) 

Set in contemporary Seoul, where extreme plastic surgery is routine, 
where women compete for spots in room salons, and where K-pop is 
king, four women navigate life and survival. Debut novelist Frances 
Cha grew up between South Korea and the United States and is the 
former travel and culture digital editor for CNN in Seoul. 

The book alternates chapters between four women living in an 
officetel in Seoul but one of the main characters, Sujin, doesn’t have 
her own chapters. Why?
I used the other characters to pull out many of the interesting parts 
of Sujin’s story to drive towards the plot’s bigger arc. Because of her 
optimistic nature, she is regarded as rather a simpleton by the other 
more jaded characters, but in the end, it is revealed that she actually has 
a better grasp on situations than the others do, and I wanted to work 
towards that reveal through others’ perspectives.
 
Miho is an artist working on a series inspired by a woman she knew 
and imagines that one day she will make a series about her flatmate 
Kyuri. Are your characters similarly inspired by real life muses?
I was very inspired by contemporary Korean artists for the character of 
Miho – not one in particular, but a composite of several that I interviewed 
in person and also a few that I have never met or researched but 
imagined their lives from their work. 
 
Ara’s obsession with a K-pop star is intense but quickly dismantled. 
Is Korean society’s obsession with the idols as flimsy or is K-pop 
altogether more substantial, as we saw with its fans’ derailing of 
Trump’s rally in Tulsa? 
This is not only in K-pop but the projections of celebrities are of course 
very different from celebrities as humans, and so this kind of shock that 
occurs when fans meet their stars in real life happens quite frequently 
in every country. It happened to me quite often when I was working. But 
K-pop fandom is incredibly substantial, not only through the activism 
that has been highlighted in the Western media recently, but from the 
decades of charity work and donations that they have done in the names 
of their idols. 
  
Kyuri is a room salon girl. Tell us a bit about them and how you 
researched them.  
Room salons are essentially hostess bars that are usually located 
underground where businessmen go to discuss business while being 
seated next to beautiful women who make conversation and pour them 
liquor. My first experience at a room salon occurred when a male friend 
of mine called me to one when he was drunk to discuss some problems he 
was having with his girlfriend. He was not supposed to call me there, and 
my first experience was so fascinating that I began asking all my male 
friends to take me when they were going (most said no but a few said 
yes) and I began my research that way, in person and through interviews, 
news, blogs and documentaries.
 
Wonna desperately wants a baby and her character serves to highlight 
the fact that many Korean women don’t and the country has one of 
the lowest birth rates. Most of your characters are motherless too and 
mothers in law are painted as monstrous characters. What were you 
exploring about motherhood in the novel?
I was not trying to make a particular statement about mothers in the 
book, and certainly not a negative one. My characters come from the 
same orphanage and the character Wonna is attracted to them because 
she also does not have a mother. I was interested in exploring characters 
who have to make their own way in the world. Wonna does feel the 

READING ROOM

financial pressure of having a baby, which has led to Korea having the 
lowest birth rate in the world, but I think that is something experienced 
universally in developed countries by a lot of women. 
 
How do you think the closing down of the beauty industry during 
lockdown in South Korea has impacted women there?
Well, there hasn’t been a lockdown here at all due to the incredible and 
dramatic South Korean government’s response to the pandemic from 
the beginning. But Koreans are very self-sufficient and DIY so I think they 
would have been fine. 
 
South Korea and the US are two of the most technologically advanced, 
consumerist societies in the world. Does that give them more in 
common than people realise, or are the fundamental differences 
stronger?
The fundamental cultural and historical differences are exhibited in 
how the countries have responded to the pandemic, for example. There 
hasn’t been a lockdown here at all due to the incredible and dramatic 
South Korean government’s response from the beginning. Even if the 
same measures had been attempted by the American government (which 
is difficult to conceive in itself), it would not have worked because the 
nature of the people’s mentality is so different. Because South Korea 
is used to being an underdog that has been under attack from so many 
countries, there is a mentality and history of grouping together for the 
greater cause of the country at a time of calamity, and more acceptance 
of giving up individual freedom and privacy for the cause. I cannot 
imagine what Americans would say to downloading a mandatory GPS-
tracking app that monitors a quarantine forbidding you to leave the 
front door for two weeks under the threat of deportation. But it works 
in Korea, and Koreans are experiencing freedom in the pandemic as a 
result. 

ANTONIA CHARLESWORTH 
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The stranger-than-fiction tale of Henry VIII continues to fascinate us. 
Visit a castle and there he is in the gift shop, that pudgy face with its 
mean little mouth, glaring at you from a souvenir mug.

“Who is this man? He’s everywhere!” said my daughter on a visit to 
Warwick Castle. “He’s very scary,” she added in a small voice.

Indeed – who was this man, really? A king who famously had six wives 
and beheaded two of them. The original Brexiter, breaking with Rome so 
he could marry the woman he loved, then beheading her three years later.

In Wife After Wife, I reincarnate Henry in the modern day and give 
him the chance to redeem himself. It’s a retelling, so his life plays out as 
before, but the ending is different – a consequence of the choices he 
makes this time round.

When researching Henry, I read mostly female writer-historians, as 
they tend to focus on relationships and motivations. My go-to sources 
were Alison Weir, Philippa Gregory and Hilary Mantel.

While acknowledging that Henry changed from perfect prince into 
paranoid despot, Weir definitely has a soft spot for him. “He had great 
charisma and a strong personality that won golden opinions.” Even in The 
Tainted Queen (Headline Review) – her story of Katherine Howard – she 
portrays him as something of a teddy bear, a doting, avuncular figure, 
desperately hurt by Katherine’s infidelity.

Gregory’s Henry is far more terrifying. He reaches peak despot in 
The Boleyn Inheritance (HarperCollins), in which he’s a cruel, capricious 
bully. Her depiction of Henry’s first meeting with Anne of Cleves gives 
an insight into his character later in life. He enters the room in disguise 
and plants a kiss on her mouth. She recoils in disgust, and perhaps for the 
first time, Henry is confronted with his ageing, his mortality. He can never 
forgive her for holding up a mirror – and it’s not a pretty sight, by now. 
Their marriage is doomed.

Meeting Mantel’s Henry in Wolf Hall (Fourth Estate) is like coming 
face to face with the real man you’ve only read about in books. You just 
believe: here is Henry, as he was. This version is affable, intelligent, 
charismatic – but he makes you nervous. We see him through Cromwell’s 
eyes, and because Cromwell is so brilliantly written, we trust his 
observations: “[Henry’s] carriage, his person, are magnificent; his rages 
are terrifying… But there are moments when he will plump himself down 
next to you… how are you? Not working too hard? Have you had your 
dinner?”
So these wonderful writers informed my own depiction of this complex 
man who I expected to loathe, but ended up… liking? Maybe not that. 
Understanding, perhaps.

Wife After Wife by Olivia Hayfield is published on 9 July (Piatkus, 
£7.99) 

OFF THE SHELF  UNDERSTANDING HENRY VIII
OLIVIA HAYFIELD 

As a keen walker and writer living in Yorkshire, I have become fascinated 
by a formidable walker-scientist, John Phillips (1800-1874). Phillips, born 
in Wiltshire, was the nephew of William “Strata” Smith (1769-1839), the 
father of modern geology who in 1815 produced the first geological map 
of England and Wales.  

After his imprisonment for bankruptcy in 1819, Smith and Phillips 
travelled to Yorkshire looking for work as surveyors and cartographers. 
In 1824 they were invited to York to give a course of lectures to the newly 
established Yorkshire Philosophical Society.  So impressed were society 
members with the work of young Phillips, they appointed him their 
secretary and in 1830 the first keeper (curator) of the new Yorkshire 
Museum. But Phillips was now a remarkable geologist in his own right, 
also a noted meteorologist and astronomer. 

Among his many publications were two brilliant illustrations of 
Yorkshire geology, The Yorkshire Coast (1829) and The Mountain 
Limestone (1836) – this latter the first book to interpret the great karst 
landscapes of the Yorkshire Dales. Almost all Phillips’ research was done 
on foot. In 1831 he became the first secretary of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science. In 1853 he published a superb tourist 
guidebook to Yorkshire, followed by one of the world’s first ever railway 
guidebooks. Despite having no formal academic qualifications, that 
same year he was appointed reader and later professor of geology at 
Oxford University. His work in palaeontology has proved crucial in our 
understanding of the age of the earth and the universe. 

Other books which have impressed me about the affinity between 
walking and writing include Mike Parker’s The Wild Rover (Collins) 
which is a highly entertaining account of the history of footpaths. Shane 
O’Mara’s In Praise of Walking (Bodley Head) looks at the science of 
walking – how humans evolved, biologically, as upright walkers and why, 
as an activity, walking is hugely beneficial for health and wellbeing. Finally 
a highly influential book from an author who, like Phillips, understands 
the importance of the natural world for our human condition – Isabella 
Trees’ Wilding (Picador), an amazing account of how she and her husband 
transformed their traditional estate farm at Knepp in West Sussex into 
a major site for biodiversity, with re-introduced native insect, bird and 
mammal life. This could have massive implications for how we must care 
for the British countryside in radically different ways to ensure our own 
survival as a species.    

John Phillips – Yorkshire Traveller Through Time by Colin Speakman is 
now out (Gritstone Writers Cooperative, £15) 

OFF THE SHELF  WALKING AND WRITING
COLIN SPEAKMAN
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TANNI GREY-THOMPSON
Politician, presenter and former wheelchair racer, aged 50

At 16, I was a huge Eurythmics fan – in my head I can sing like  
Annie Lennox. I listened to quite a bit of the music of the time but  
sport took over everything. I wanted to play basketball but I couldn’t 
throw, catch or shoot. I was eternally optimistic that those things would 
just come to me, but I would tell my younger self to quit the basketball 
and focus on the wheelchair racing. 

I had a tough time getting into mainstream school because I was 
disabled. My parents threatened to sue the secretary of state for 
Wales to get me in. I realised from the age of 11 that if I hadn’t had 
parents who knew how to fight the system, who knew what legislation 
existed, who knew how to write the right letters, my life would have 
been so different. And I remember feeling quite sad about that.  
We saw the files when my dad died, and he wrote some cracking  
letters. He knew the right words to use and who to send them to. 
My parents were keen for my sister and I to have a go at stuff, and 
if it didn’t work out, try something else. That parachute was really 
important – it took away any fear of failure.

I was told to lower my ambitions. When I was 16 and told a careers adviser 
I was planning to do A-levels and go to university, he said in this really 
patronising way: “I can get you on a secretarial course. They’ll teach you 
to answer phones.” I think I said: “Well, don’t you just pick up the handset 
and say, hello, how can I help you?” I got used to people not looking at me 
as an individual or looking at my skills. 

My younger self had a quiet determination to keep going that I admire. 
I experienced a lot of disability discrimination, so it would be nice to 
be able to tell her that you can keep going through that. At 16 it can be 
quite hard to articulate it and deal with. People saying “You can’t do 
that” to a disabled person can spur you on but it’s not easy for everyone 
to think that. I was really stubborn. But you kind of need that to get 
through. I am less stubborn now, I think, but maybe ask my husband.  
He might give a different answer.

I would tell my younger self that the man who buys you a carbon  
fibre front wheel for your racing chair is the man for you. He’s a keeper! 
One of his latest presents was a bag of titanium bolts, which is not quite 
so impressive, but you need to find someone who lets you be yourself 
within a relationship. My husband has been amazing. He changed his 
career for me, to allow me to be involved with politics and was a huge 
supporter of my racing career as well as being a great dad. At school, 
there was a lot of pressure to have a boyfriend. I would tell my younger 
self, don’t panic about stuff like that. The idea that you could only be 
happy if you had a boyfriend is rubbish. Don’t define yourself by the 
relationship you are in.

I wasn’t great at wheelchair racing for the first five years. So when 
people talk about overnight success, it’s because you work really hard. 
You might be discovered overnight, but you haven’t suddenly become 
brilliant. When I talk to young people, I always say that even if you’re 
good at stuff you’ve got to work at it. Sport taught me that. The big 
change for me happened at 16. I’d been doing OK at wheelchair racing 
and then in my last year as a junior athlete I won the Welsh national 
championships.

My younger self would be more excited about the Paralympic gold 
medals than going into the House of Lords. Because at 16 I was so far 
from thinking that could happen to me. Every Paralympics was different. 

LETTER TO MY YOUNGER SELF

Seoul in 1988 was huge because I wasn’t expecting to make the team, 
Barcelona I had to go and won, and each one after that was about trying 
to vaguely maintain that. Within each Games I had ups and downs, but 
Barcelona, where I won my first four gold medals, was where it all came 
together. Sometimes, if you’re really lucky as an athlete you have a 
moment where you know you’re in the best physical shape. But in the 
whole of my career, there’s only been two races out of thousands 
where I’ve known on the line I could break the world record.

I just wanted to be a good athlete but we needed more media coverage 
and it was hard to manage financially, because even at the end of my 
career there was not a lot of sponsorship. In 2010, there was a survey 
asking how many people could name a Paralympian – and loads of 
people named me. Somebody said to me, that is amazing. But it was 
really not, because I’d been retired for a number of years by that point. 
You need a whole tranche of current athletes to be known, because 
the public need to care enough to come and watch us. We’re in a better 
position now. 

I grew up in South Wales so I went to school with kids whose families 
were miners and who had no money for food. The miners’ strike had a 
big impact – seeing it from lots of different angles and seeing the anger, 
not understanding that those valleys will be devastated for generations. 
We always talked about stuff like that at home. We talked about issues 
rather than party politics. So maybe being a crossbencher fits into that 
because I can’t just vote one way on everything. As a crossbencher, it’s 
like you are always in opposition. So whichever party is in power, I will 
probably be voting against them, because they bring the legislation  
and our job is to change it and improve it.

If you don’t like it, change it. I’m really interested in ensuring young 
people vote. It is so important to be engaged, and if you don’t vote in 
the first election after your 18th birthday, your chances of voting go 

I have never 
chained myself 
to anything, but  
at some point  
I might
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down. Children and young people need to have a voice. It is so powerful 
to see lots of young people walking past Parliament. We are really 
lucky to live in a country where you have the right to protest. There are 
still issues here about safety at protests, but if you protest here you 
are not going to disappear. We need to teach campaigning, how to vote, 
and how to register to vote in schools. 

Most of my work is around disability. What are we going to do to 
genuinely change representation? What are we going to do to make 
sure more disabled people have the ability to stay in work and use 
public transport? Every time I get left on a train I get told, that is really 
bad. Well, stop leaving me on a train, then. I’ve never chained myself to 
anything, but at some point I might.

I would tell my younger self to stop cutting her own hair, and to always 
read the instructions on a package of hair dye because you do not know 
more than the manufacturer who makes this stuff. I have had some 
really bad home hair dye experiences and bad colours over the years.  
I am sort of purple-green at the moment, which is pretty good. 

If my younger self had known I would be writing public letters to the 
prime minister, she would be really proud. She’d also be worried about 
whether I got my grammar correct and checking it with my dad. My  
recent letter was asking the government for clarity about gyms 
reopening because it doesn’t make a lot of sense to me how pubs  
are deemed safer than gyms – this is a national health crisis. I would  
love to know what my dad thought about me writing to the prime minister 
– he was one of my fiercest supporters and biggest critics. He would 
probably be proud but tell me to write another one – that there are a  
few more things I need to add.

Reproduced from The Big Issue UK (@bigissue) 
INTERVIEW: ADRIAN LOBB
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BRAINWORK
CROSSWORD 1346

CRYPTIC CLUES: ACROSS 
1. Like a lemon, it’s ours, it’s gone 

(4)
3. Squat down right inside sofa 

(6)
8. Everything dead? Ring for a 

plumber (5)
9. Like a bowl to throw after 

princess? (5)
10. New, new, new domestic 

seasoning (10)
12. Make a bid, see, in juicy morsel 

(10)
16. Lobe twisted by a deadly 

disease (5)
17. Eccentric like Hazel (5)
18. Most arid, dost lose nothing for 

cereal (6)
19. A number in London without 

charge? (4)

CRYPTIC CLUES: DOWN 
1. Put paid to church after Burns, 

say (6)
2. Collective marriage (5)
4. Herd ringer exchanged for 

decoy (3,7)
5. Perturbed by every other dump 

I smelt (5)
6. How Welsh youths lilt, initially 

with passion (4)
7. In prison, like landlords (6,4)
11. Disturbance of Zen unknown to 

first person protein (6)
13. Black changed by one (5)
14. Del boy lost twice from front 

fur (5)
15. Honey drink made differently 

(4)

ACROSS:  1. Abscond, 5. Din
7. Score a point, 8. Eats, 9. Stay up
11. Uphold, 12. Garb, 15. Conspirator
16. Rue, 17. Dungeon

DOWN:  1. Aisle, 2. Short change
3. Open, 4. Deputy, 5. Dairy cattle
6. Not up, 10. Eloped, 11. Ulcer
13. Baron, 14. Wren

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. Acrid (4)
3. River in Essex (6)
8. Mediterranean fruit (5)
9. Good-looking (5)
10. Pickles, for instance (10)
12. Cut of beef (10)
16. Virus of African origin (5)
17. Like a Waldorf salad? (5)
18. Of wine, the least sweet (6)
19. Release (4)

QUICK CLUES: DOWN 
1. Like whisky or tape (6)
2. Guild of workers (5)
4. False trail (3,7)
5. Unnerve (5)
6. Welsh emotional fervour (4)
7. Where animals are, in the zoo 

(6,4)
11. Bio-catalyst (6)
13. Type of dark-coloured wood (5)
14. River dweller (5)
15. Old alcoholic beverage (4)
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