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What a year we have had so far. 
Lockdown seems like a million years ago 
and pre-covid Britain a distant Jurassic 
dream. I think I have changed more over 
the last two years than I did over the 
previous forty, perhaps due in part to  
the great luxury of time I’ve enjoyed 
with my four wonderful adult children. 
Certainly my political and global 
outlook has evolved significantly, but 
perhaps not perceivably even to those 
who know me well. Maybe it is the same 
for many of us? The world it turns, but 
we can’t see it move. Our social 
programming has definitely been 
upgraded, hopefully for the better, 
though the new experimental software  
is dangerously risk-averse and overly 
fearful of causing offence. For the 
positive, I think I have more or less 
given up ranting. It is wasted energy.  
A continual bombardment of 
orthodoxies from either side of the 
divide does not ultimately win wars let 
alone arguments. We have to find 
another way. Tell that to the other side!

Overall, despite the precarious shift 
in the planet’s fortunes, mostly due to 
forces unconnected to the pandemic, 
which in effect has simply been a 
dramatic social and economic catalyst,  
I am mindful of the fact that almost all 
of those who have lived before us have 
had to cope with far more debilitating 
hardship and suffering. Although 
strangely enough, in this emerging world 
of synthetic state empathy, we seem 
unable to find retrospective compassion 
for the motivations and moral outlooks 
of previous generations, who after all 
were brought up so differently and 

mostly followed their consciences as 
well, or possibly better, than many 
people of today. A small, but sad and 
pertinent example in these pages, as 
described by Catherine Utley (p20), is 
Thomas Carlyle’s house, which may 
soon be out of bounds unless sanitised 
of its imperialistic past.

A new age will be seen to have been 
born out of this pandemic and, as Mary 
Killen forlornly muses in this issue 
(p30), one very sadly without Prince 
Philip, the loss of whom most 
poignantly marks the end of an era. 
Bruce Anderson’s consideration of how 
the role of Prime Minister and the 
machinery of Government have evolved 
(p42) since the time of Walpole provides 
us with a fascinating insight into how, in 
some respects, so little has changed over 
this vast chasm of time. Inadvertently, 
Alan Duncan (p16) supports this view 
when he concludes that during his long 
and impressive political career his 
principal disappointment was that 
ministers were “rarely chosen for their 
expertise or ability, but more as pieces in 
the game of political snakes and 
ladders”. This could easily have been 
said by Cicero (106-43 BC), assuming 
that the game itself, which emerged in 
India in the 2nd century BC, had made 
its way to the nurseries of ancient Rome.      

Another social revolution of everyday 
21st-century life in the UK is our 
growing infatuation, and some would 
say addiction, to the counter-intuitive 
charms of the chilli. I am convinced that 
the ferocious vindaloos of my late teens 
would be relatively mild to me now. I 
enjoy chilli with virtually everything, 
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including cheese, but I am a novice 
compared to the mighty Joe Warwick, 
the fearless chilli tamer, who examines 
this culinary phenomenon (p52). Our 
love of great music, though, is 
undiminished and I am delighted to 
welcome back David Katz, who takes us 
on a soulful reggae journey with the 
legendary Horace Andy (p38). Finally, it 
is a fabulous honour to have one of 
Scotland’s greatest singer-songwriters, 
KT Tunstall, rivetingly interviewed by 
our brilliant Music Editor, Jonathan 
Wingate (p26), as well as on our cover! 

Ranald celebrates 200 years  
of Nicaraguan Independence,  
15th September 2021
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SIR ALAN DUNCAN
Sir Alan is a habitué of the 
corridors of power, having 

served under Boris Johnson, 
Theresa May, and David 

Cameron in such august roles as 
Foreign Minister (2016-2019); 

Conservative MP for Rutland and 
Melton (1992-2019); and 

Minister of State for 
International Development 

(2010-2014). He was also the 
first Conservative MP to come 

out as gay, in 2002. His diaries are 
a riot – head to page 16.   

MICHAEL KARAM 
Writer and consultant Michael Karam is the 
author of Wines of Lebanon, and a co-creator 
of the 2020 documentary, Wine and War, 
about the occupational hazards of Lebanon’s 
winemakers. Being no stranger to whizzing 
mortar, we thought he’d get along with 
Lieutenant General Sir Simon Mayall, whom 
he interviews about the Gulf War on page 34. 

ROBBIE SMITH
Editor of the ‘Londoner’s 

Diary’ for The Evening 
Standard as well as man-

about-Yahoo, Robbie Smith 
is the perfect person to pay 

homage to that great London 
institution, Smithfield meat 

market. He visits this triumph 
of Victorian engineering and 

organisation on page 56.

MARY KILLEN
Journalist, author, TV star 
and national treasure... When 
not writing on etiquette for 
The Spectator or offering 
social commentary on 
Gogglebox, the irrepressible 
Mary Killen pens such 
charming and uplifting tomes 
as How The Queen Can Make 
You Happy and What Would 
HM The Queen Do? So who 
better to reflect on the life of 
Prince Philip, which she does 
with sensitivity on page 30.

ADAM HAY-NICHOLLS
A self-professed “luxury-gonzo” 

journalist and also a gentleman racer, 
Adam Hay-Nicholls is our enthusiastic 
correspondent for all things stylish and 

four-wheeled. Lockdown scuppered 
the chic press junkets to the world’s top 

tracks, so he came up with a winning 
alternative to road-test a Ferrari without 

quarantining on page 76. 
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ON THE COVER KT Tunstall, warming up for her 

Boisdale debut on page 26. Photograph: Piper Ferguson
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 THE BOISDALE MUSIC AWARDS 2021 
14 September: Hosted by our Patron of 
Music, Jools Holland, and model Ferne 
McCann, The Boisdale Music Awards 
2021 took place on the Yamaha Music 
London stage at Boisdale of Canary 
Wharf. This high-spirited celebration  
of the greatest musicians of jazz, soul, 
blues, reggae, and pop hummed with  
an electric atmosphere as each of the 13 
deserving winners came on stage for a 
spectacular and intimate performance. 
Dinner by Boisdale, music by the best 
in the business, winners all round. 

Singing sisters Birdy (left) and Caitlin, 
who won Young Vocalist of the Year

Emeli Sandé, Female Vocalist winner (supported by Mi-Soul Radio)

Carroll Thompson (Reggae Artist of the Year, 
supported by Visit Jamaica) and Janet Kay

Acantha Lang (awarded Blues Artist) 
takes to the mic

Male Vocalist winner, Leee John, 
(supported by the London Chamber 
of Commerce & Industry)

Claire Martin OBE performs after receiving the Jazz Artist of the 
Year Award, supported by Terrazas de los Andes

Suzi Quatro, the original rock chick, after winning 
the award for Lifetime Achievement

WHAT LATE SUMMER & AUTUMN 2021 LOOKED LIKE AT BOISDALE

LIFE & TIMES
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Paul Young serenades the audience after receiving the annual award for 
Outstanding Contribution to British Music, supported by Tequila Codigo 1530

From left, singers Omar Lye-Fook and Angela Ricci 
with guitar guru Simon Bartholomew 

Gina Larner (left) and Emily Capell, 
nominees for the Young Artist Award

Living legend of rock, Kenney Jones (centre), receives The Charlie 
Watts Award from hosts Ferne McCann and Jools Holland

Hosts Ferne McCann (left) and Jools Holland (right) present Osibisa with the 
Band of the Century Award, supported by Glenmorangie X

Lady Clayton of Glencoe & Lochbar 
(right) presents Caitlin with the 
award for Young Vocalist of the Year 

Albert Lee (far left), guitar genuis 
and Instrumentalist of the Year, with 
Stephen Davis (centre) of Yamaha 
Music London 
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THE EDITOR’S AWARDS
21 July: Those who know a few things discover those 
things in Boisdale Life. The writers, subjects and key 
partners who supported us and participated in the 
success of the past year gathered at Canary Wharf to 
champion the magazine’s most influential, entertaining 
writers of the year – each one a modern Samuel Pepys.

HE Guisell Morales-Echaverry of 
Nicaragua (right) and Ranald Macdonald

Boisdale Life’s got good chat (the Maison Mirabeau wines at lunch ensure that) TV personality Lizzie Cundy Andrew Levy with Leee John

From left, Andrew Levy and Simon Bartholomew of The Brand New Heavies 
and writer Jonathan Wingate are awarded Culture Feature of the Year

HE Guisell Morales-Echaverry gives 
Bill Knott the Bon Viveur of the Year 
award (competition is cut-throat) 

Dominic Armstrong, Olivia Utley 
(Table Talk Article of the Year) and 
Stephen Cronk of Maison Mirabeau

Stephen Cronk, Ed Cumming (Drinks 
Article of the Year) and Andrew Davies National treasure Mary Killen of The Spectator and Gogglebox
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Tom Seals on keys and vocals

BOOGIE WOOGIE & 
BLUES SPECTACULAR
21 July: Jools Holland, Boisdale’s Patron of Music, 
programmed and hosted this ever-popular piano 
extravaganza at Boisdale of Canary Wharf. Jools 
invited a carefully selected group of uniquely 
talented performers on to our Yamaha Music 
London Stage for a piano-pounding blues 
exhibition. The guest list featured the crème de la 
crème of the joyful world of boogie woogie and 
blues, from pianists and saxophonists to singers 
with a vocal range running from pumped-out 
power to sweetly sentimental. 

The inimitable singer-songwriter and actress, Ruby Turner MBE

Neville Dickie, 84 and stridin’ with the best

Tom Waters toots his horn All eyes on Louise Clare Marshall
The evening was programmed by Boisdale’s Patron of Music, Jools Holland, 
seen here introducing pianist Paddy Milner
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P18 
FAREWELL , 
F IDEL 
Freddie Jordan on 
outcomes for a Cuba 
without Castros

P22
STEAK YOUR 
CL AIM 
Charlotte Ivers on 
the language of love 
in the kitchen

P24 
TROPHY 
SHOPPING
Robbie Smith finds 
retail therapy’s alive 
and well, thank you

P19 
WALK’N ’
TALK
Julia Hartley-Brewer 
gives lockdown 
rambles the boot

P23 
PARTY 
POLITICS 
The Reverend 
Fergus Butler Gallie 
whoops it up

P25
MY BETTER 
ARF
Tim Stanley’s furry 
attachments and 
canine capers

Westminster has been rocked by the 
revelations in the very frank 
political diaries by a former 
Conservative minister, revealing the 

inside workings of government during a tumultuous 
period in recent history: a party divided by Europe, 
and a Prime Minister who saw support for her 
slipping away until she was finally shown the door. 
As well as charting the daily grind and frustrations 
of ministerial life, the author spared few blushes 
amongst his former colleagues with his waspish 
appraisal of their performance. “Classic Alan,” 
observers have noted. 

Sounds familiar? Funnily enough, this appraisal 
does not refer to my own recent literary effort, but  
to the furore caused by another Tory Alan – the 
notorious Alan Clark, whose first volume of diaries 
appeared nearly thirty years ago. I mention the 
parallel not because I lay claim to his legacy as a 

SIR ALAN DU NCAN

Conser vat i ve po l i t i c i an and former  
MP and Min i s ter o f S t ate under Bor i s 
Johnson at the Fore ign Of f i ce

WHAT HAVE YOU 
DONE NOW?

Why politicians keep diaries, by one 
nicknamed “the pooper scooper” for 

having to clean up his boss’s mistakes

Memoirs
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diarist (though comparisons, flattering or otherwise, 
will inevitably be made), but because it is 
interesting to note how opinions of such books can 
change over time.

Nowadays, Clark’s Diaries are seen as an 
enjoyable and interesting insight into the heart of 
the Thatcher government, bringing alive characters 
now faded from everyday memory, and an 
important resource for historians studying the 
period. But at the time of publication (1993), when 
they were serialised in press, the focus was on the 
sensational aspects – the fall of Mrs Thatcher and 
Clark’s disobliging comments about senior ministers. 

As I reflect on my own experience of being 
published, it is reassuring to know that the heat of 
initial sensation will inevitably subside over time. 
Of course, a newspaper serialisation will inevitably 
pick the juiciest and most eye-catching extracts, 
generating front-page headlines and prompting a 
reaction at their readers’ breakfast tables best 
described as a “marmalade-dropper”.

I knew this would be the case, but I was 
nevertheless unsettled by the furore caused by my 
contemporaneous reflections on Boris Johnson and 
other former Parliamentary colleagues. Many 
commentators (and even some supposed reviewers) 
rushed to breathless judgement before bothering to 
read the actual book itself. Those who did take the 
time to do so have been much more positive in their 
reaction, I am pleased to say. 

Because behind the headlines about my 
occasional frustrations as Deputy to Boris at the 
Foreign Office, what I hope the diaries reveal is the 
day-to-day reality of my time as a minister: the 
relentless travel, the constant switching from one 
issue to the next, and the painfully slow progress 
towards any bankable achievement – whether that 
be a deal with Argentina over flights to the 
Falklands, or just tidying up the entrance to the 
Foreign Office building. 

One of the main themes of my diary is my dismay 
at how ministers are rarely chosen for their 
expertise or ability, but more as pieces in the game 
of political snakes and ladders – with personal 
ambition and ideological closeness to the in-crowd 
counting for more. And before I am accused of sour 
grapes, this isn’t a complaint about my own position 
– I was enormously privileged to have had two 
four-year terms in government doing jobs I found 
enjoyable and rewarding, and I left both at the time 
of my choosing. But I have seen how damaging it is 
to the way we are governed when too many of our 
leaders simply don’t know what they’re doing or 
aren’t interested in their brief.

As you would expect, foreign affairs play a large 
role in the book, from my lifelong interest in the 
Middle East to Britain’s lengthy but unsuccessful 
efforts to reach a lasting settlement in Cyprus. All  
of these sit against the inevitable backdrop of Brexit, 
which I cover from the Referendum Campaign in 

2016 to the moment the United Kingdom formally 
left the European Union in January 2020. 

These were years of extraordinary political 
drama. Two Prime Ministers were toppled, we had 
two General Elections, and Parliament became 
utterly dysfunctional. The anger and vitriol 
unleashed by Brexit were like nothing I had seen 
before in my time as an MP, and at times looked like 
they could destroy one or both of our main parties. 
Even I now shake my head in disbelief when I read 
back over some of what I recorded at the time.

This last point goes to the core of why I wanted 
to publish these diaries. One of the hardest things 
for any student of history to capture when looking 
at the past is the mood of the time, with all its 
emotion and uncertainty. Today, we have the 
advantage of knowing how the story ends, but the 
participants at the time never do. That is where a 
diary has a real advantage over a memoir or work of 
history. It is a primary source, with all the 
advantages and limitations that brings. 

So yes, I occasionally gave vent to my fury and 
frustration in the moment. I would “rage to the 
page” as a way of getting it out of my system. Those 
choice extracts that were so gleefully splashed 
across the front of the newspapers earlier this year 
were authentic – but they were also dated (literally 
so!). They were a snapshot of how I felt in the 
moment, not my considered view.

The passing of time gives us new perspectives, 
and in thirty years we will look back at the Brexit 
era in the same way as we recall the Thatcher years 
today – as part of the overall sweep of history, with 
its daily crises long forgotten. If my diaries can act 
as a small time-capsule to preserve some of the 
immediacy and vibrancy of those events for future 
readers, I hope they will be seen as worthwhile. 

Alan Duncan’s In the Thick of It: The Private Diaries 
of a Minister is out now (William Collins, £25) 

Ministers are rarely chosen for their expertise 
or ability... personal ambition and ideological 
closeness to the in-crowd count for more
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FAREWELL, F IDEL
For the first time in 60 years, Cuba is not run by a 

Castro, and not a moment too soon – for its citizens 
and cigar aficionados around the globe

Revolution

Sixty years after Fidel Castro seized power in 
the 1959 Cuban revolution, Joanna Lumley 
touched down in Havana. She was there to 
reveal a ‘hidden’ side to the beguiling 

Caribbean nation exclusively for ITV audiences. She 
explained this from the passenger seat of a violently 
pink and impeccably restored Fifties Chrysler. A 
band of local musicians inexplicably joined her for 
the ride, their faces clenched and unreadable. Our 
host then pirouetted down empty streets scarred by 
peeling façades and fallen masonry, her face locked 
in a terrifying rictus of joy, breathily chirruping that 
it was all “just on the chic side of shabby”. 

Ms Lumley’s love letter to crushing poverty is far 
from unique to Cuba – she would give Haiti, the 
poorest country in the Western Hemisphere, the 
same starstruck treatment exactly one week later. 
But there is a particular magnetism to the time-
locked Marxist republic that has led to its growing 
popularity with British travelebrities and their 
saccharine musings. The frequently witty and 
acerbic comedian Sara Pascoe did much the same 
for the BBC earlier this year in The Last Woman on 
Earth, lamenting that Cuba’s airport had no Wi-Fi 
and that there were frequent fuel shortages and 
blackouts. After exhaustive introspection, she 
finally took to a secluded balcony to reveal that this 
all “seems really regressive”. Naturally this was set 
to a backtrack of chirpy Cuban dance music. 

The legacy of six decades of the US-Cuba trade 
blockade is distilled in such ostensibly harmless, 
quasi-informative travelogues. Chronic political and 
economic malaise has been daintily retrofitted in 
kitsch, Instagram-friendly anachronisms to be 
celebrated. A gentle recognition that US sanctions 
have stifled Cuba’s development is granted but is 
always paired alongside the darker, unspoken 
recognition that this is also the source of the island’s 
bewitching charm. In this way, Cuba’s attractiveness 
to the tourist palate is toxically interwoven with its 
own dysfunction. Poor, broken, quaint Cuba is more 
easily fetishised than any modern, prosperous 
subtropical nation – a narrative that serves only to 
diminish the suffocating reality of the US embargo 
whilst perpetuating the illusion of its legitimacy. 

Whatever its provenance and whatever the Cold 
War exigencies that initially severed US-Cuban 
relations in 1961, it is time to accept that the 
blanket ban preventing American businesses from 
trading with Cuba has not engineered meaningful 
political change and has no dignity in the context of 
a people who are running out of food and fuel and 
who have been ravaged by the pandemic. Indeed, 
last year, the Cuban economy shrank a stomach-
churning 11%, while its domestically manufactured 
vaccines are only now being administered to its 
population of 11 million. Tourism, one of Cuba’s 
prime income generators, also hit a historic low. 

Meanwhile, the nation’s most famous exports are 
under greater pressure than ever. Cigar makers have 
been banned from selling to the world’s biggest cigar 
market since Eisenhower was President. But when 
you factor in the dearth of global travel and the 
knock-on effect at duty free, the outlook has grown 
even worse. Cuba’s state cigar monopoly, Habanos 
S.A., reported that global revenue was down 4% last 
year to $507 million, in spite of a rising consumer 
base in China. Worse, despite the brief thawing of 
US-Cuban relations in 2015 – a move that was 
received very warmly internationally – the embargo 
was tightened by Donald Trump just two years later. 
Trump even pettily re-designated the island a “state 
sponsor of terrorism” in his final week in office.  

But now, at this critical juncture, the tides of 
opportunity are nudging ashore once more. As of 
April 2021, for the first time in 60 years, Cuba is no 
longer run by a Castro. Gone too are the last leathery 
ancients from Fidel’s revolution. A new generation, 
led by appointed successor Miguel Diaz-Canel, is set 
to expand a list of permitted private businesses and 
devalue the Cuban peso. Appointed on a mantra of 
#SomosContinuidad (“We are continuity”), his is no 
Kentucky Fried Communism. But in crisis can be 
opportunity, and in the face of a potentially more 
sympathetic President Biden, the opportunity for a 
recalibration – if not a full reset – of relations. If this 
means we never have to watch Ms Lumley recite  
A Tale of Two Cities, in English, to a factory of 
baffled Cuban tobacco workers again, I’m all for it.

FR EDDIE  
JOR DAN

Po l i t i c a l ,  cu l tur a l 
and economic 
repor te r for The 

Da i l y  Te l eg raph , 

The Da i l y  E xpr e s s ,  
and The Sun 
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A year of lockdowns has put a strain on 
many a relationship. Whether it’s the 
forced intimacy of marriage when the only 
company you’re allowed is your other half 

for 23 hours a day, or the forced distance of Zooms 
with colleagues, we’ve all felt the pressure. 

But while, for some, lockdown has led to divorce 
or losing a job, I never thought it would end one of 
the longest love affairs of my life. 

As our lives were turned upside down, our 
liberties stolen and our world shrank to the four 
walls of our home, I could never have predicted that 
I would ever, in a million years – let alone just one 
– fall out of love with one of my greatest passions. 

That realisation prompted me to turn to my 
husband of 17 years, one bright sunny afternoon in 
early April this year, as we trudged across 
Hampstead Heath for the umpteenth time, look him 
in the eyes and say: “I love you so much and I can’t 

believe how lucky I am to still be so happy with you 
after so many years together. But, if I have to go on 
one more sodding walk with you, I will stab you in 
the face and bury your body in the garden.” 

Honesty is very important in a marriage, I think. 
Yet, it was not my husband’s company that 

prompted this passionate outburst. No, it was what 
we were doing at the time that was the final nail in 
the coffin. Long before I caught Covid, I caught 
another bug – the walking bug – but a year of 
lockdowns had provided the miracle cure. 

Before lockdown, going for a walk used to be fun; 
something you chose to do out of all the millions of 
other options available such as going to the cinema, 
a restaurant, a pub, an art gallery, a museum, a 
football match, a friend’s house, a holiday – all of 
the pastimes on the lockdown verboten list. 

I’d spent my childhood being forced to endure 
long Sunday afternoon walks in the countryside, but 
somehow I inherited my parents’ passion. Instead of 
holidays spent lounging on beaches, I would trek up 
mountains in the Andes, across glaciers in Chile, 
through jungles in Peru, and around volcanoes in 
Costa Rica, my trusty walking boots among my most 
treasured possessions. So when walking became 
pretty much our only Government-authorised 
national pursuit, I was all ready to pull on my boots 
and hit Hampstead Heath like the pro I was. 

My husband and I started our endless yomps 
around the Heath every weekend. On the gloriously 
warm and sunny days of last spring, we would 
march purposefully around every path, across every 
meadow, under every dark canopy, enjoying the 
rustle of leaves in the swishing trees above, smiling 
at dogs chasing after balls. How glorious it was to 
feel the sunlight on our faces, the wind in our hair, 
and, as the year dragged on, to scrape the chunks of 
mud or snow from our boots on our return as the 
Heath grew ever more familiar as the days passed. 

How familiarity so quickly breeds contempt. I 
became sick to death of the “great outdoors” and my 
teeth clenched at the sight of my dirty boots. The 
only path I wanted to walk was one that led from 
the pavement into a pub full of noisy strangers 
where I could be served a cold drink and a hot meal 
cooked by someone else and delivered to my table 
on a plate by hand, not in a carrier bag by moped. 

With each step of those state-mandated walks, 
my love of walking shrivelled up a little bit more 
and eventually, on that fateful April day, it died. 

My love affair with walking has been one of the 
surprise casualties of lockdown but I hope a return 
to normal life will see a miraculous revival. Just as 
my sense of taste and smell vanished when I fell ill 
with Covid and has gradually returned, I live in 
hope that my love of walking will, too.  

I’m taking it one step at a time. 

Listen to Julia Hartley-Brewer on Talk Radio every 
weekday, 6.30am-10am.

JULIA 
H ARTLEY-
BR EW ER

Rad io pre sen ter 
and newspaper 
co lumn i s t

WALK’N’TALK
It was one of the few government-

permitted pandemic pastimes, but have 
we now reached ‘peak park’?

Confinement
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THE PROBLEM WITH 
EMINENT VICTORIANS

The accusing finger of colonialism now points at the 
London home, now a museum, of 19th-century 

thinker Thomas Carlyle, jeopardising its reopening 

Wokery

CAT HER IN E 

U TLEY 

J ourna l i s t  a t  The 

Da i l y  Ma i l  and  
The  Spec t a t o r  
and former BBC 
broadca s te r

W hen Linda Skippings shut the door 
behind her for the last time at 
Thomas Carlyle House in Chelsea in 
April, it marked the first time the 

house has been uninhabited since it opened to the 
public in 1895. Linda, the latest in a long line of 
custodians of this former hub of Victorian literary 
London, lived there for 20 years. After it was closed 
at the start of lockdown last year, the National Trust 
made her redundant and has no plans to replace her. 

24 Cheyne Row is, as Carlyle put it, “a right old 
strong roomy brick house”, set in the middle of a 
Queen Anne terrace. Thomas and his wife Jane 
rented it in 1834 and stayed until they died – she, 
suddenly in 1866, he in the library 15 years later. 
With Dickens, Tennyson, Browning, Ruskin and 
Darwin among the Carlyles’ regular visitors, their 
home heard some of the best talk in London.

I came to love Carlyle House through volunteering 
there, and ominous signs make me fear for its 
future. First, the National Trust listed the house in 
its gazetteer of properties linked with slavery and 
‘colonialism’ because of Carlyle’s views on race. 
Next, a podcast, apparently inspired by the Black 
Lives Matter movement, was posted on the Trust’s 
Carlyle House website. After lockdown came news 
of the custodian’s redundancy. Then, volunteers 
were told that whenever the house re-opens, “a 
different visitor experience” is planned. 

Because Carlyle House opened as a museum very 
soon after Thomas’ death and because we know so 
much about it from Jane’s letters, all the couple’s 
furniture and paintings remain in place, just as they 
always did. The character and taste of the gloomy 
writer and his witty, vivacious wife really do 
pervade the rooms. This is thanks largely to Linda 
Skippings’ approach to running the house, which 
was similar to what we know of Jane’s – practical, 
efficient, kind to animals, and cost-conscious. 

Linda was also committed to preserving the spirit 
of the place. Suggestions for technical innovations 
such as audio guides would be politely dismissed. 
Neither would she allow posters or signs, nor any 
dumbing down of the wealth of visitor information. 
This was strictly factual, neutral, elegantly written 
(much of it by her husband) and typed on cards 
placed around the rooms. Without the constraints  

of a guided tour, visitors were free to wander, 
discover, and allow their imaginations to soar. There 
was the piano on which Chopin played and at 
which Jane delighted Thomas with her Scottish 
ballads; the library, where John Stuart Mill rushed 
in, pale and wild-eyed, to break the news that 
Carlyle’s only draft of The French Revolution had 
been used by a servant to light the fire; the china 
closet where a parlour maid went into labour while 
Thomas “sat taking tea with Geraldine Jewsbury” 
– as Jane tells us – “just a thin small door between 
them!” And the garden, laid out just as the Carlyles 
had it, where Jane’s beloved dog, Nero, run over by 
a butcher’s cart, was buried. “I grieve for him,” she 
wrote, “as if he had been my little human child.” 

But what of all that now? As volunteers await 
news of whether our services will be required again, 
dust sheets cover the furniture and paintings, so 
well cared for over so many years. The new parlour 
carpet – copied from the one in Robert Tait’s 1857 
painting of the room (an exercise that took many 
years of research and craftsmanship) barely saw the 
light of day before the house was shuttered so 
suddenly. A part-time employee comes in to answer 
emails and tend the garden, which nobody sees, and 
a security firm keeps watch remotely. 

Small wonder that Milly, the visiting Siamese cat 
who would bask on the lawn in summer and follow 
Linda around as she locked up at night, is nowhere 
to be seen. The life has gone out of the house and 
one wonders whether it will ever live again.
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WASTE NOT
A trip to Suffolk stirs memories of 

World War Two, and that it’s better to 
err on the side of over-preparedness

Precautions

AN DR EW  

GIMSON 

J ourna l i s t  a t  The 

Da i l y  Te l eg raph 
and The Spe c t a t o r ; 
au thor o f 
G imson ’s  P r ime 

M in i s t e r s

S potted in the window of a second-hand 
bookshop in Aldeburgh, in Suffolk: Air Raid 
Precautions, a pamphlet with instructions 
on ‘How to Make a Room Gas-Proof – 

Details at a Glance – Inexpensive Materials – 
Complete Diagram for Home Construction’.

This was irresistible. I bought it (undated, but 
presumably published in 1939 or 1940) and studied 
the instructions on how to select the most suitable 
room in your house and make it gas-proof: “Fill in 
all cracks with pulp made of sodden newspaper or 
putty, pasted over with strong ‘gummed’ paper or 
brown paper and paste afterwards.” Among the 
items you should have to hand in this room are “gas 
masks for all”, “flasks for hot tea or coffee”, “spare 
blankets or rugs for re-sealing the window if it 
should be blown in”, “table in corner against inner 
wall – when raid overhead, good place under table”, 
and “a screen, for privacy, chamber pots, toilet 
paper, disinfectant”.

Thank God this country did not come under gas 
attack during the Second World War. Yet so far as  
I know, there were no persistent complaints that 
much time and money had been wasted on 
precautions that proved unnecessary. Victory, when 
it came in 1945, inspired such thankfulness, such 
relief, and had been won at such heavy cost in lives, 
that it would have seemed otiose to complain about 
the 44 million gas masks that were distributed 
among the population even before the war began. 
Already in 1940 “the guilty men”, responsible for 
allowing the war to break out and leaving us so 
ill-prepared for it, had been identified – chief among 
them Neville Chamberlain.

We had come through. That was a cause for quiet 
joy. As a child (I was born in 1958) I loved the 
concrete blocks that still punctuate the Suffolk 
coastline, which were supposed to stop the German 
tanks that never came. We would leap from block  
to block. Picnicking and playing hide and seek on 
the sandy cliffs, we came on pill boxes and gun 
emplacements that were sinking into the bracken 
and gorse, or into the sea itself where the cliffs  
were being washed away, absorbed back into the 
landscape, becoming more like natural features  
than relics of war.

My mother, born in 1933, was one of the handful 
of children who came on holiday during the war to 
Thorpeness, just north of Aldeburgh. The beach was 
covered with mines, barbed wire, metal spikes and 

other obstacles, except for a short gap where it was 
safe to bathe, or to launch a boat. The two lifeboats 
from Aldeburgh, Abdy Beauclerk and Lucy Lavers, 
saw service at Dunkirk. My mother remembered 
soldiers training at the back of the Meare, the 
boating lake at Thorpeness, attempting to cross the 
water on ropes, and often falling in, for according  
to her, they were neither very young nor very fit.

When the wartime generation recalled the war,  
it was generally to smile at things that had gone 
wrong. My uncle, serving in the Home Guard at 
Leiston, just inland from Thorpeness, was issued 
with a rifle and three rounds, and managed one day 
to fire two shots at a low-flying enemy aircraft, 
whereupon he was reproached for wasting most of 
his ammunition. In December 1942, a Dornier 217 
opened fire on Aldeburgh with its machine guns 
and dropped four 500 kg bombs, scoring a direct hit 
on the Post Office and killing 11 people, including 
five members of the 5th Battalion The Royal 
Berkshire Regiment, also known as the Hackney 
Gurkhas, responsible at that time for defence of the 
coast between Aldeburgh and Tea House (now Ness 
House) just north of Thorpeness.

Why do my eyes fill with tears as I relate these 
wartime stories? After all, I was not born then. It is 
in part perhaps because, beneath the jokes, this was 
the most harrowing time for my parents’ generation, 
so a cause for deep emotion in them. I live in 
London but was recently fortunate enough to spend 
a week in Thorpeness, in a house lent to me by a 
cousin. The lockdown had not quite ended, and 
there were few people about, but never had the 
woods looked so beautiful to me as they did coming 
into leaf in this cold, bright spring, a cuckoo singing 
somewhere over the fen. My mother died in January 
2020, so we were able to hold her funeral before the 
pandemic took hold. I walked to the lovely 
churchyard at Aldringham where she lies with my 
father, and could not ask her whether the 
thankfulness we now feel is at all comparable to the 
feelings of gratitude felt in 1945.
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STEAK YOUR 
CLAIM

At the tipping point from casual to 
relationship, prospective partners 

want to put meat on your bones 

Date Night

 The first steak that I ever ate was also the 
best. The occasion on which I ate it, 
somewhat less so. At 20, I had been a 
vegetarian all my life – almost by accident. 

My mother didn’t eat meat, and at an early age I 
realised that, if I followed in her footsteps, I would 
have an incontrovertible means of refusing the 
horrifying gristle-of-generic-origin stews that made 
up the majority of school lunches. 

Unfortunately, this fact had escaped the notice of 
my companion for the evening. Before I could open 
my mouth to utter the fabled mantra of all 
vegetarians in restaurants – “Mushroom risotto! 
How exciting!” – he had already declared to the 
waiter that we would be sharing the Chateaubriand 
and a bottle of red. Having never consumed so 
much as a supermarket sausage roll, I suddenly 
found myself confronted with a vast, glistening, 
oozing lump of flesh. Not so much nought-to-sixty 
as breaking the sound barrier from a standing start. 
It was the most magical thing I had ever seen.

I eventually lost touch with my initiator into the 
world of meals-that-bleed. The final straw, as I 
remember it, came when I insisted – in a surge of 
feminist principles – on buying at least one round  
of cocktails in the fancy hotel bar he had taken me 
to, only to realise that the two drinks had come to 

more than my weekly budget for existing. Different 
lives, different bank accounts. When I ran into him 
a few years later he had become a reasonably senior 
government advisor, which made sense. Meanwhile, 
I had become an expert in the various different parts 
of cow that could be smothered with Béarnaise 
sauce, which also made sense.

It made sense because, after my initiation, it 
became clear to me that – more than anything else 
– men want to provide steak for the woman they are 
dating. Call it showboating, call it primal instinct, 
call it unmarried men only owning one pan – 
whatever the reason behind it, steak was the 
constant throughout the dates of my early to 
mid-twenties. The theme was so consistent that it 
became a joke among my female friends. Going 
round to his for a third date? He’s cooking for you, 
is he? I wonder what on earth he could possibly be 
planning? We were rarely disappointed. 

Last summer, newly single and freshly released 
from government-imposed isolation, I set out on a 
mission to go on as many dates as possible. Reader,  
I ate so much steak it is a miracle I did not head for 
the fields and start moo-ing. 

Each plate of meat I was served gave me insights 
into the man who prepared it. An extremely 
expensive cut, accompanied by oven chips? Lovely 
and thoughtful, but just not quite right. Two Tesco 
sirloins, bought with the intention of cooking 
together, but actually cooked by me? Ambitious, but 
probably needs to grow up a bit first. 

Towards the end of summer, I became aware that 
I had allowed one fledgling relationship to extend 
weeks beyond its natural lifespan, too worried about 
hurting his feelings to call it off. Eventually, he 
invited me over to cook me dinner. After weeks  
of selfishly prevaricating, the thought of this man 
going to all the effort of buying and cooking steak-
and-sides just for me to call it off, was too cruel to 
bear for a moment longer. I let him down gently 
before he had time to go to the butcher’s. 

It is very easy to mock romantic clichés, 
particularly when they aren’t done quite right. Red 
roses, a heart-shaped box of chocolates – they all 
speak to a lack of imagination. Eat enough steaks 
cooked by men who don’t actually love you, and the 
entire concept starts to become mildly risible. Like 
arts graduates who love The Smiths and teachers 
who are fed up with their students, steaks had 
become such an ubiquitous part of my generation’s 
dating lives that they started to verge on the absurd. 

But then something odd happened. After that 
summer of many not-quite-right dates, and many 
not-quite-right steaks, I met someone new. A few, 
tentative, after-work drinks later, I realised that what 
I wanted – more than anything else – was for him  
to come over for dinner. And suddenly I knew,  
with a clarity that would have made any other meal 
impossible, that there was only one thing that I 
wanted to cook for him. Steak. Obviously. 
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PARTY POLITICS
Opulent gatherings pepper the history of humanity 
in a quest for status-advancement and networking. 

Can an agenda-less get-together compete?

Going Out

W hich was the best party you’ve ever 
been to? My friends and I like to 
mull this over when our more 
innovative conversational topics 

(and, frankly, our faculties) have fallen victim to the 
flow of good wine. It prompts plenty of debate, my 
favourite being, “Can a party really be the best of 
your life if you can remember it?” After questions of 
taxonomy are bawled over, the discussion inevitably 
turns to precedent. There is no shortage of material; 
after all, history is full of monarchs and maniacs, 
perverts and potentates, who sought to host the 
party to end all parties. 

Indeed, one of the best parties I ever attended at 
university was itself a homage to one of the greatest 
parties of all time. It was in a field in Oxfordshire, 
when we undergraduates played at re-enacting  
The Banquet of the Chestnuts, the infamous party 
thrown by Cesare Borgia, son of Pope Alexander VI, 
in 1501. The original party was a heady mix of 
candied nuts, sweetmeats and Rome’s finest 
prostitutes laid out amidst the gold and gilt of the 
Papal apartments, all for the benefit of an audience 
of the dignified clergy. While my memories of the 
Oxford tribute to the Chestnuts are glorious, I’m not 
sure a group of twenty-somethings in a muddied 
field necessarily lives up to such decadence.

The aim of the Borgia banquet was to impress.  
A great party for a great party’s sake is all well and 
good, but usually there’s an agenda behind it. 
Haven’t we all entered a room and then realised, 
before the champagne glass has lukewarmed in our 
hand, exactly why we’ve been invited? The greatest 
parties are as much about getting the right social 
balance as ensuring the booze is free-flowing. 

A distinguished guest list was, as the name 
suggests, the thinking behind The Dinner of the 
Three Emperors, an extravagant supper hosted in 
1867 at the Café Anglais in Paris. Among the 
attendees were the Prussian Kaiser, two Tsars of 
Russia, and the Iron Chancellor – Otto von 
Bismarck. At 1am, after becoming transfixed by a 
specially designed bottle that was supposed to show 
the bubbles of the dinner’s Roederer champagne at 
their best angle, Tsar Alexander II requested some 
foie gras. He was regretfully told it was out of 
season and secured a deal that hamperfuls of the 
stuff was sent to him every autumn as a consolation 
prize. Not a bad party bag. Three Emperors might 

sound impressive, but even that guest list isn’t the 
most distinguished in history: In 1363 (in the 
aftermath of a global pandemic, no less) the Mayor 
of London succeeded in tempting the Kings of 
England, Denmark, France, Scotland, and Cyprus to 
a feast at the Vintners’ Hall. 

Of course, some parties achieve something even 
better than fame: infamy. Perhaps the best (or worst) 
example of this was the Bal des Ardents, or the Ball 
of the Burning Men, held by Isabella, Queen of 
France, in 1393. Costume parties are always risky, 
fraught with potential faux pas, and even more so 
when the themed ‘Wild Men’ costumes are made of 
feathers and pitch and the venue is lit entirely by 
flaming torches. Among the Wild Men inadvertently 
turned into human torches was the King of France. 
He survived, but the event was credited with his 
further descent into madness and the re-escalation 
of the Hundred Years War. Quite the hangover.  

While we never succeeded in setting a monarch 
alight, inevitably the parties remembered as ‘the 
best’ were those that ended in chaos rather than 
calm. Increasingly, however – and especially after 
our enforced period of Babylonian isolation where 
any gathering has a naughty and secret joy – I value 
those smaller gatherings; those dinners that melt so 
pleasingly into utterly pointless conversations. 

You can keep your emperors and chestnuts and 
burning men: I think the greatest parties are those 
with friends around a supper table, with good food 
and even better whisky or wine. Now, where in 
London might one find a place to enable that?
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record for an online sale it had set 
just weeks before. 

In 2021 the frenzy for artwork 
and all things digital has hit new 
heights. Mike Winkelmann, the 
artist better known as Beeple, sold 
a non-fungible token (NFT) of his 
artwork for a head-wobbling $69 
million in March, placing him as 
“among the top three most 
valuable living artists”. While 
NFTs have the strong whiff of fad, 
they are riding the crest of a wave 
of digital lockdown shopping.

Bieber says he now has to offer 
buyers more. “Before you would 
take one picture of a piece of 
jewellery; now you have to take 
four or five pieces of media: 
different images, video, and 
content per item.” The demand 
for life’s finer things is still there, 
but demand has new demands. 

Auction houses see a rosier 
future, with online sales helping 
them reach people they couldn’t 
before. Guillaume Cerutti, the CEO 
of Christie’s, has singled out “an 
impressive influx of new clients, 
especially millennials”, and 36% 
of its buyers are new to them. 
Bonhams, The Financial Times 
reported, has learnt that its online 
auctions attract a younger crowd: 
At a Knightsbridge sale, nearly 
half of buyers were under 50, 
compared with just over a third 
pre-pandemic. These tales  
of august Georgian auction houses 
going digital show us that where 
there’s a wallet, there’s a way. 

For Christophe Desplace of 
Unique Luxury Brands – a 
“passion asset” company for 
investment in trophy properties, 
fine art, and classic cars rather 
than stocks and shares – many of 
his clients put their cash in 
something tangible during the 
pandemic. “The watch market has 
gone a bit mad, while people have 
sold half the cars they usually do 
but made more money,” he tells 
me. The pandemic may have 
driven some “fire sales” of top 
property, including a Hyde Park 
hotel, he says, but the top-end of 
those big three passion assets are 
still firmly seller’s markets. Some 
things never go out of fashion. 

TROPHY SHOPPING
When the going gets tough... How the 

1% spent lockdown – literally

Life's Luxuries

W hile shockwaves 
from the first 
lockdown rippled 
through the 

country, jewellery photographer 
Leo Bieber’s phone in Bond Street 
went quiet. Normally it rings 
around the clock with calls from 
international jewellery houses, 
with requests for Bieber to set up 
the tasteful photoshoots that will 
adorn shop windows or glossy 
magazines. But in April 2020, he 
says, “No one came to me.” 
Bieber, a Londoner in his mid-30s, 
is just one cog in the vast engine 
that runs the machine of fine 
possessions and expensive objects 
– art, jewels, watches and other 
luxury collectibles – that ground 
to a halt. Coronavirus’s big bang 
hit this world hard. 

For the international auction 
houses, the fear was that this 
could be a knockout blow. Live 
auctions ceased and the bottom 

fell out of the market. The figures 
make brutal reading. Sotheby’s 
saw its art sales plunge by 90% in 
those three months last year. 
Christie’s reported a drop of more 
than 20% in its year-on-year sales 
for 2020. But while the pandemic 
stopped life as we knew it, there’s 
no stopping taxes. Or salaries and 
bills. Nor is there stopping all that 
cash burning a hole in the pockets 
of the super-rich. After all, what’s 
the point of loads of money if you 
can’t spend it?

As the pressure built and the 
world of bricks-and-mortar stayed 
resolutely shut, something had to 
give. After the initial shock 
quietened, then came the digital 
flood: Sotheby’s held its first-ever 
livestreamed auction on 29 June 
2020. It prepared meticulously, 
hiring stylists to match the 
auctioneers’ clothes to backdrops 
and booking a highly specialised 
production company best known 
for work on extreme sports. 
Beamed around the world, it was 
a staggering success. That night it 
made more than $360 million.

The pandemic has rung in 
auctioneering’s pivot to online. 
With the lines on the graph all 
going the wrong way, here was  
a ray of light. Sotheby’s was not 
alone. Christie’s, its great rival, got 
in on the act too. Its online sales 
skyrocketed by 261% in 2020. 
Bonhams is going digital as well. 
In April this year it acquired a 
fast-growing online auction 
platform for cars and motorcycles. 
And over in Bond Street, Leo 
Bieber’s phone was going like the 
clappers. From 4 May to October 
he matched his entire turnover for 
the previous year.  

The cash unspent in real-life 
auctions has come sloshing forth 
and set new records. Christie’s 
sold a Lowry, Coming From the 
Match, for more than £2 million, 
in July 2020, its highest price for 
an online-only auction. An 
emerald-cut 28-carat diamond 
mounted in platinum went for 
$2.1 million in June, another 
record. Sotheby’s sold a 1960s 
John Player Special Rolex Daytona 
for £1.25 million, breaking a 
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How has my lockdown puppy changed my 
life? Oh, in ways I never expected. For a 
start, I now sleep with a vase beside my 
bed to pee in.

Bertie Jennings Stanley, my five-month-old King 
Charles Cavalier Spaniel, is black, brown and white 
and aristocratic in demeanour, with furious 
eyebrows that make him look permanently offended 
(think Robert Morley reviewing an exorbitant bill at 
Maxim’s). But he’s a softy with kids, whip sharp, 
and – this is his superpower – he can go eight hours 
through the night without needing a pee. 

He also loves Daddy. A lot. It’s like living with 
my stalker. When I leave the room, it’s the final 
farewell. When I return moments later, he throws a 
ticker-tape parade. I don’t object during the day, but 
I enforce the ‘stay off my bed’ rule at night, which 
has transformed Daddy’s bed into the Holy Grail, 
the mountain that must be climbed because it is 
there and I am in it, and, obviously, in need of some 
company. But no, Bertie, No!

When I bought him, I was temporarily homeless 
and crashing at my mum’s. He took a while to settle 
at her house but fell into a routine. In the meantime, 

MY BETTER ARF
As a new ‘dad’, there’s no corridor creeping at night 
and I daren’t f lush the loo: it might wake up the dog

Furry Friends I bought a flat –- a vanity move that Bertie never 
approved of, because he loves Grandma and can’t 
understand why I’d break up the band. Respecting 
his opinion, I put off moving into the flat for two 
months. Eventually I gave it a go and the first night, 
as I do at mum’s, I kissed him goodnight and locked 
him in the front room. He howled like a Banshee. I 
let him rip for 20 minutes until, fearing my 
neighbours might lynch me, I threw on a dressing 
gown, bundled him into the car and drove him back 
to mum’s. The little sod slept there like an angel. 

In came the trainer, an incredible dog whisperer, 
who taught me some tricks to calm him down. We 
left him alone and secretly filmed the results. Turns 
out it wasn’t separation anxiety so much as 
stubbornness: If he knew I was in the flat, he didn’t 
see why he couldn’t be with me, or, more to the 
point, on my pillow. So, I learnt to be firmer, build 
up his self-resilience, and encouraged him to relax 
in the evenings by lowering the lights and playing 
soft music – I drew the line at scented candles –  
and eventually it worked. Bertie will now sleep by 
himself. The only problem is that having expended 
so much energy persuading him to do so, I’m 
terrified of making the smallest noise – a creak or  
a flush – lest I wake him up. The loo is right next to 
the front room. Hence the vase.

It occurred to me one evening, as I silently 
relieved myself into the vessel, that we had 
effectively swapped places. Here I was controlling 
my waterworks so that the dog could enjoy a good 
night’s sleep. I tell people this and they say, “It’s 
like having a baby, isn’t it?” By which I think they 
mean, “You sad, sad man; can’t have a real child,  
so this is it.”

Well, okay, I do cuddle him when he loses a tooth 
and gets upset; I lie on the floor and let him use me 
like a climbing frame; I bore people with stories of 
how brilliant he is for his age, as if his ability to find 
a sock under a sofa qualifies him for Oxford. So, 
maybe it is like having a kid, but in fast-forward: 
They grow fast, die young and you have to make the 
most of every minute. 

Bertie is already at doggy day-care. I researched 
dozens to find one with the right ethos (I soon began 
to suspect they were all just a tyre in a field) and 
having chosen a place to send him for one day a 
week of peace and quiet, I pack his lunch, put on 
his coat, drop him off, come home and feel… alone. 
I keep thinking, “Where is that dog? What’s he up 
to?” Remembering he’s not there, I sit by his basket 
and wait for his return. 

They say the world is divided between cat and 
dog people; that cat people think we’re pathetic 
loners looking for an emotional crutch, and we 
think cat owners must be masochists. Even though 
we can look soppy and the dog rather pampered, the 
truth is more Platonic. I’ve realised that a loving 
master and a good boy are two halves of one person. 
We are completed by each other’s company. 

Cat people think dog people are pathetic 
loners looking for an emotional crutch, and 
we think cat owners must be masochists
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Nobody could have imagined what 
would happen when KT Tunstall 
found herself drafted in as a 
last-minute replacement for 
American rapper, Nas, on Later…
With Jools Holland back in  

Autumn 2004. Armed only with an acoustic guitar,  
a tambourine and a loop pedal, she performed a 
show-stopping folk-blues stomper, ‘Black Horse and 
the Cherry Tree’, which mixed her gutsy, soulful 
vocals with an infectious melody and a Bo Diddley 
beat, immediately catapulting her to stardom. 

“I don’t have a problem describing it as an 
overnight success, but it took 10 years to get to the 
place not only where I was invited on the show, but 
where I could really kill it,” she explains, sitting in 
the immaculately pristine kitchen of her house in 
Topanga Canyon, Los Angeles. “I was 29, although  
I looked about 18 because I had such chubby 
cheeks. I was on tour in the UK with Half Cousin, 
my weirdo punk-folk friend from Orkney, playing to 
a handful of people each night. I had to jump 
straight on a train back to London, so I didn’t really 
have time to think about anything.

“It was just one of those ‘10,000 hours’ moments 
where I’d done it so many times that it would have 
been incredible for me to screw it up. I was 
definitely aware that this was the moment that was 
likely to give me an opportunity to change my life. 
I’d always believed that if only I could find an 
audience who would actually listen to me, they’d 
really love my music. Unfortunately, as a struggling 
artist, it’s extremely difficult to find those audiences 
who will listen and really give you a chance.”

Her debut album, Eye to the Telescope, quickly 
became a huge international hit, eventually going on 
to sell four million copies. Having been nominated 
for a Grammy and named Best British Female Solo 
Artist at the BRIT Awards, she won a coveted Ivor 
Novello Award for her third single, ‘Suddenly I See’.  

Katie was just a few days old when she was given 
up for adoption by her half-Chinese mother, who 
had been working as a dancer in an Edinburgh club 
when she fell pregnant after a relationship with a 
bartender. She grew up in an academic household  
in St Andrews, Fife, where her mother, Rosemary, 
taught at the local primary school, and her father, 
David, was an eminent physics lecturer at the 
university. The title of her debut album was a 
tribute to the many hours she spent staring through 
a telescope with her father as a young girl. 

Although she begged her parents for a piano 
when she was four, she didn’t even pick up a guitar 
until she was in her mid-teens. There was no 
television and precious little music played in the 
house as her younger brother, Daniel, was 
profoundly deaf, so her parents wanted to avoid 
anything that could interfere with his hearing aid.

After studying drama and music at college 
in London, she returned to Scotland and 
joined a succession of indie folk bands 
before going solo, often playing gigs for 

little or no money. “It was definitely extremely 
challenging,” she recalls. “I’d sometimes steal 
vegetables from the next-door field. I was living this 
kind of off-grid existence, and there was absolutely 
no impetus to get rich and famous. The goal was to 
just be a musician and not need to get a job. It gave 
me a certain fortitude, but I think it also led to me 
not becoming successful until I was much older. 

“The good thing for me as a songwriter is that  
I had stories to tell because I’d had that decade of 
struggling to get somewhere throughout my 20s. It 
was difficult, but it was an amazing adventure. I was 
playing on the street in America in the summers, 
meeting crazy people, taking mushrooms, going to 
Grateful Dead shows, and then coming home and 
working odd jobs. I really enjoyed this very frugal 
existence, which I think is a great skill. Living your 
life without loads of stuff, learning how to make 
pasta sauce with milk and tomato ketchup. As long 
as you add a lot of garlic, it’s pretty good.”

With a string of huge-selling critically acclaimed 
albums under her belt, KT Tunstall became one of 
our biggest homegrown stars. “Fame sometimes felt 
like living in Disneyland,” she giggles. “It’s nice 
when you get an award or you’re on stage and 
people really love your music, but I’m not 
enamoured with fame in any way. I’ve experienced 
some amazing moments – whether it’s meeting 
Jimmy Page or having dinner with Stevie Nicks – 
but I still don’t feel comfortable with fame.” 

She was happily married and had millions in the 
bank courtesy of a long run of hit records on both 

Left: KT Tunstall in 
the studio in 2018 
for the launch of 
her album, Wax. 
Above: Live at the 
Jazz Cafe in London 
in 2018 – the year 
she lost 50 per cent 
of her hearing. Fans 
and critics are 
amazed this has not 
affected her 
performances at all
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“We’ve all missed 
intimacy and the 

human connection 
of live music”
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story. John Lennon said, ‘My role is to try to express 
what we all feel, not to tell people how to feel.’” 

How would she describe her life in Los Angeles? 
“I’m in the Canyon, which feels like living up a 
tree,” Tunstall laughs. “There’s coyotes, owls and 
mountain lions. I’ve seen snakes just outside my 
house that I’ve paid money to see in a zoo. The very 
high-octane, incredibly intense life of a musician is 
countered by living somewhere calm and having a 
sanctuary. I’m really not a city person. I live a very 
simple, healthy lifestyle these days, so I like being 
outside and eating good food. And I just can’t get 
enough of the weather here. I’m a real Cali girl.”

After putting the finishing touches to her new 
album, she is touring the US with the legendary 
Hall & Oates before flying back to London to play 
her first Boisdale show. “I love the challenge of 
bouncing between huge arenas and really intimate 
venues,” she beams. “I don’t want to be bored by 
doing the same thing every day. It’s going to be a 
special show, because Boisdale is such a gorgeous 
environment. My last gigs were 18 months ago, so 
I’m really excited. We’ve all missed intimacy and 
the human connection of live music.”  

See KT Tunstall play Boisdale of Canary Wharf on 
Friday 15 October 2021

Left: In the studio 
for Wax; KT’s 
youthful looks can 
be credited to a 
California lifestyle 
and half-Scottish, 
half-Chinese 
ancestry. Above: 
KT at the 49th 
Annual Grammy 
Nominations in 
2007, where she 
won the Best 
Female Pop Vocal 
Performance 
Award. Seen here 
with (top, from left) 
Mary J Blige; Justin 
Timberlake; Chris 
Brown; Joe Don 
Rooney; Gary 
LeVox; Jay 
DeMarcus; Rascall 
Flatt; Ludacris; and 
(bottom, from left) 
Corinne Bailey Rae; 
Amy Lee; and James 
Blunt. Right: KT  
at the Brits in 2006, 
where she won  
the Best British 
Female Award

sides of the Atlantic. ‘Suddenly I See’ was used for 
the opening sequence of the 2006 film, The Devil 
Wears Prada, and her songs seemed like permanent 
fixtures on numerous television blockbusters 
including Grey’s Anatomy and Ugly Betty.

T hen everything changed within the space 
of a few months. Midway through the 
recording of her fourth LP, Invisible  
Empire // Crescent Moon, in Tucson, 

Arizona, her marriage broke up and she returned  
to Britain following the death of her father. 
Depressed and unsettled, she got rid of most of her 
possessions and relocated to Los Angeles.

“I really woke up to some difficult truths about 
life,” she recalls. “I’d read about it being called a 
‘satori’ moment [an awakening] in Eastern religion. 
I’d been delusional, I hadn’t done things that I 
wanted to do and I hadn’t ended up where I wanted 
to be. I’d had all this success, so it was even more 
frustrating because I was the boss. Nobody was 
telling me what to do – I was screwing it up myself. 
Even though I had all the trappings and all the stuff 
I thought I wanted, I realised it couldn’t be what I 
wanted because I was miserable. 

“I felt very viscerally that it was a moment where 
you either paper over the cracks and pretend you’re 
OK or you absolutely just start again. My identity 
had become my work and I knew that was really not 
healthy, because your work can be taken away at 
any time by a multitude of incidents and accidents. 
I had to take stock, go to ground and allow myself to 
remember who I was without work.” 

She has spent the last year installing a recording 
studio in the basement of her house, working on 
what will be her seventh album and adjusting to life 
after suddenly losing the hearing in her left ear 
midway through a US tour in 2018.

“After the deafness occurred, I was in utter 
shock,” she explains. “I played a gig in Nashville 
via absolute muscle memory, yet fans were saying it 
was one of their favourite shows. They couldn’t 
believe that I was dealing with 50 per cent deafness 
for the first time. My hearing hasn’t recovered since, 
but I’ve been really proud of just not allowing it to 
rule my psyche. The specialists don’t know what 
caused it – they said it was some freak viral 
inflammation within my inner ear, and it just went 
over the course of 48 hours.”

Perhaps the key to the enduring appeal of KT 
Tunstall’s music is the fact that she has always been 
unafraid to mine her own life for songs as personal 
as diary entries, yet there is a universality at the 
core of everything she writes. 

“I’m always pushing myself to be more personal, 
yet my music definitely has a universality to it. At 
the back of my mind, I’m always thinking, ‘Make 
sure that someone else can get something from this 
song.’ It’s bringing somebody into your world so 
they can experience your pain and joy through your 
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REFLECTING ON THE PASSING OF THE DYNAMIC, DASHING YET DUTIFUL  
PRINCE PHILIP, MARY KILLEN OBSERVES THAT THE QUEEN MAY HAVE WORN  

THE CROWN, BUT HE DEFINITELY WORE THE TROUSERS

It was irrational, because I had never met him and  
99 years was an extraordinarily good innings, but 
sitting at home that morning, I felt personally 
bereaved when news broke of the death of HRH  
The Duke of Edinburgh. That afternoon a London 
friend, who felt the same way, headed instinctively 

towards Buckingham Palace. He sent me photographs of 
the black cabs lining the Mall in a silent show of respect 
and the floral tributes against the railings. “It wasn’t just 
Prince Philip who died,” he suggested. “It was an era,  
a gigantic slice of turbulent history; particular ways of 
being, looking, thinking; all that accumulated experience. 
And a companion, the companion of us all, down 
through the years. And it was our parents dying again.”

He was right – these emotional reactions are always 
about ourselves. Yet for me the loss of Prince Philip 
meant not only the loss of a symbolic father figure (he 
clearly had his subjects’ best interests at heart) – it was 
worse than that. It had been good for Britons to have such 
an exemplar to represent us and his 
death has diminished us all. 
Moreover it meant the loss of one of 
the last embodiments of top-of-the-
range alpha masculinity.

No offence, dear reader – alpha 
males clearly predominate at 
Boisdale, but Prince Philip was the 
last of a special vintage of alpha 
males and, like a Brora 1972 single 
malt whisky, they simply don’t make 
them like that anymore. It’s not just 
that he was a man of the kind that 
now scarcely exists. It’s also that 
there was something emphatically 
British about his maleness. He 
wasn’t born British, but he died it. It’s almost as though 
Britain was his other love story. 

Even those media cynics who had thought of Philip as 
a gaffe-making appendage to the Queen are reassessing 
him as the startling facts of his life emerge. What was the 
recipe for this extraordinary man and can we replicate it? 

Philip was born into an era when the consensus was 
that benign paternalism, delivered by the duty-driven, 
better-informed, would serve us well. Of Russian, Danish 
and German royal extraction, as well as a great-great-
grandson of Queen Victoria, Philip of Greece might have 
been penniless when he married into our royal family, 
but he was genetically more royal than our Queen, whose 
mother, Lady Elizabeth Bowes Lyon, was a ‘commoner’. 

Can noblesse still oblige or does it go down less well on 
today’s level playing field? No one with energy and talent 
is stopped by the class system from reaching the very top 
of the pile today, but reverse snobbery might prevail. 

Princely breeding is not something you can compete to 
achieve. Handsome throughout his life – those were the 
genes. But he kept his figure. John Kent, his tailor, said 
that it had hardly changed in 40 years. 

Philip was a race-winning yachtsman; an elegant 
skier; a helicopter and aeroplane pilot; a crack shot; 
world-class polo player; dancer; proficient spin 

bowler; and world-champion carriage driver up to his 
98th year. Physical stamina? He had it. He carried out 
22,219 solo public appearances and 637 overseas tours 
during his 70 years in our service, flying to Australia at 
age 90 for his last royal tour. How did he have this energy 
and physical prowess? Little known fact: He did the 
Canadian Air Force 5BX exercises every day – five basic 
exercises to boost a man’s aerobic fitness and improve 
flexibility, which take eleven minutes per day to perform. 

More meaningfully, it was his Gordonstoun outdoor 
education – where self-sufficiency and resilience were 

praised, even if feelings and emotion 
were encouraged to be deeply buried 
out of reach. Today’s boarding 
schools are much more inclined 
towards featherbedding, and 
confessions of being unable to cope 
are encouraged and rewarded.

Kurt Hahn, his headmaster, who 
believed that hardiness and the 
mastery of physical skills were the  
be all and end all, stepped into the 
vacuum of Philip’s absent parents 
(the mother in a nunnery, the father 
unable to visit, his four older sisters 
all already married to Germans when 
he went to his boarding school). No 

harm was done by this toughening education, except 
perhaps to his sensitive sons. A key moment of 
toughening came when his favourite sister and her family 
were killed in an aircrash when Philip was just l7.  

However, it was his mentor who conceived of the Duke 
of Edinburgh Award. “Kurt Hahn sent for me and I went 
to see him at Brown’s Hotel, where he always stayed, and 
he said, ‘Boy, I want you to start an awards scheme,’” 
Philip recalled. The Gordonstoun-ethos-based award is 
acknowledged to raise self-esteem, self-reliance and 
promote later-life career success. Half a million are 
currently taking part globally and there has been a surge 
of new applications since the Duke’s death.

Then the mental stamina. As the Queen said, “We all 
owe him more than he would ever acknowledge or that 
we can ever know.” She did not mention how he made 
her rock with laughter, a shared sense of humour being 
another bond in their union. There is no doubt that it was 

Renaissance Man:
Prince Philip paints 
in oils for the TV 
documentary, Royal 
Family, in 1969. Left, 
Philip drove polo’s 
post-war recovery 
and helped found 
the Guards Polo 
Club in Windsor. He 
was a member of 
the only all-England 
team to win the 
Gold Cup in 1969
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thanks to his support that our Monarch managed to serve 
us for 70 years. His ability to park his ego and walk two 
paces behind was key to her success. She wore the 
crown, but behind the scenes he wore the trousers.

Can you imagine the frustration, for an impatient 
man, an advocate of split-second military timing,  
of decades of dealing with incompetents every 

day? Imagine the fatigue of the constant travel and the 
rictus smile and the deadly boredom of the banquets –  
to say nothing of the Royal Variety Performance. Yet he 
continued to serve, despite the agonising arthritis that 
forced him to give up polo in 1951.

He warned those taking to the pulpit at his funeral in  
St George’s Chapel Windsor to keep their sermons short, 
saying, “The mind cannot absorb what the backside 
cannot endure.” He would have delivered more 
interesting sermons himself. His friend, the theologian 
Martin Palmer, revealed that Philip had 634 books on 
religion in his library and had read every one of them. 
Nobody is sure what his religious beliefs were, but it is 
thought they veered towards Greek Orthodoxy.

After much trawling I could find only two things about 
the Prince that I would have found annoying had I been 
married to him. One, he was impatient. “Just get on with 
it.” Quite right, of course. But this led him to eat at a hasty 
speed as he wanted the refuelling over and done with. 
And two, he didn’t like to be proved wrong. Visiting the 
Chelsea Flower Show in 2008 he commented that he 
liked a tree fern in the Australian garden. When told it 
was not a tree fern and told its proper Latin name, he 
said, as he walked away, “I didn’t want a bloody lecture.” 
His lecturer did not realise that he was green-fingered; the 
first person in Britain to cultivate a crop of black truffles 
successfully and to create a truffière at Sandringham. 

For the generation who use emojis to convey feelings, 
the idea that someone who spent his life banqueting in 
palaces and enjoying international travel could be 
‘serving’ is possibly an abstract concept too hard to grasp. 
He once said that his role was “to never let the Queen 
down”. He also wrote, “religious conviction is the 
strongest and probably the only factor in sustaining the 
dignity and integrity of the individual”. Later, “I do not 
believe there can be any real satisfaction of any kind 
unless the individual can come to see a purpose in his 
own individual existence and take responsibility for his 
own attitudes and actions.” As we evaluate Prince Philip’s 
life and wonder at his sense of duty, it appears that other 
endangered quality, faith, was the force that drove him.  

Mary Killen’s new book, What Would HM the Queen Do? 
(Ebury Press), is out now

“We all owe him more 
than he would ever 
acknowledge or that we 
can ever know”

We are amused: In 
2007 at Broadlands, 
former home of 
Louis Mountbatten, 
where the Queen 
and Prince Philip 
honeymooned 60 
years earlier. Right, 
he was forced to 
quit polo by 
arthritis at age 50, 
but Philip rode his 
mini Easy Rider 
motorbike (shown 
here in 2002) well 
into his 90s. Below,  
a tribute to the 
Prince at London’s 
Piccadilly Circus, 
April 2021
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quoting code BLS21
or visit saga.co.uk/cruise

0800 051 3355

Saga’s holidays and cruises are exclusively for the over 50s, 
but a travel companion can be 40+. NHA-SC5724
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Simon Mayall opens the door to his West  
London flat with a hearty “Come in, come in.” 
No pandemic elbow-bumping here, just a solid 
handshake. “Coffee?” Mayall disappears to 
rummage in the kitchen. The high-ceilinged 
sitting room is stuffed with books and souvenirs 

from a life of adventure and travel. “Nice place you’ve got,”  
I venture. “Thank you,” Mayall says, emerging with two 
mugs. “It’s what I call my Richard Hannay bachelor pad.” 

John Buchan’s Edwardian literary hero wouldn’t mind 
the comparison. Last year, Mayall – or to give him his full 
title, Lieutenant General Sir Simon Vincent Mayall KBE, CB 
– published his memoir, Soldier in the Sand: A Personal 
History of the Modern Middle East, to positive reviews, and 
has had what can only be described as a Boy’s Own life. 

From the radio in the kitchen, news from Kabul drifts in. 
Mayall shakes his head. “This is an avoidable and unnecessary 
debacle. For very little blood, and not much treasure, we were 
helping sustain so many hard-won gains. The Romans 
understood the requirement for ‘strategic patience’ when 
striving to defend your civilisation and your citizens.” 

The son of an RAF officer, Mayall grew up in Yemen and 
Malaysia at a time when Britain was shedding the last of its 
imperial skin. He joined the Army in 1979, was commissioned 
into a glamorous cavalry regiment, and then came a fortuitous 
three-year secondment to the Sultan of Oman’s Armed Forces 
(SAF). This experience not only established his bona fides as a 
desert soldier and helped shape a glittering career, but also 

SADDAM:

inspired an enduring fascination and love for the Middle East, 
proving that timing is everything: The two decades between 
1990 and 2010 offered rich operational pickings denied to the 
previous generation of soldiers, especially cavalrymen, who sat 
on the Rhine waiting for World War III. But then came the Gulf 
War of 1991, the Kosovo War in 1999, the Iraq War in 2003, and 
the War in Afghanistan. It was the Gulf War, fought and won at 
lightning speed 30 years ago, that we have met to discuss. 

“Until then, the most action any British soldier eager to be 
blooded by conflict could hope for was in Northern Ireland, 
more a police action than conventional soldiering,” Mayall 
recalls. “Only the 1982 Falklands conflict offered the 
opportunity to do what we had trained for and, I admit, many  
of those who didn’t go felt they had missed out.

“It might sound unfashionable to say so, but if you are a 
youngish officer full of martial ardour, you rather feel you want 
your war. When Saddam Hussein’s Iraqi Army invaded Kuwait 
in August 1990, I was working at the MOD! I was tearing my hair 
out. I had commanded armour in the desert with the SAF and  
I spoke Arabic. I felt I should be there.”

To make matters worse, his regiment at the time – the 15th/ 
19th Hussars – wasn’t earmarked to go either. It was only in 
October, at the annual SAF dinner in London, that, over cigars 
and brandy, Mayall chanced his hand and pled his case to the 
late Lt General Sir Johnnie Watts. 

“Watts happened to be great mates with Commander-in-Chief 
of the British Forces, General Sir Peter de la Billière, and 
promised he’d look into it,” Mayall says. “He asked me to scribble 

MY PART IN HIS
DOWNFALL
Thirty years-ago, a US-led coalition 
kicked the Iraqi Army out of Kuwait. 
Simon Mayall, who was a British staff 
officer in that momentous military 
action, tells Michael Karam about  
the war he very nearly missed
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my name down on a scrap of paper that he 
stuffed into his dinner jacket. ‘My wife Di 
always goes through my pockets the next 
day so she’ll make sure I won’t forget,’ he 
assured me. I was encouraged but, given 
the lateness of the hour, not convinced.”

On such things the direction of one’s 
life can hang. But Lady Watts found the 
paper and, although it took a few weeks, 
Mayall did receive his orders to report to 
Major General Rupert Smith’s staff in 
Saudi Arabia. “My boss at the MOD 
thought it highly irregular, but he 
couldn’t really argue. Johnnie Watts had 
told Peter de la Billière that he ‘couldn’t 
win the war without me’, which of course 
was absolute nonsense, but I wasn’t going 
to argue.”

Mayall was one of General Smith’s Ops 
officers, coordinating 7 and 4 Brigades, 
Engineers and Artillery as well as liaising 
with the US 7 Corps. And so, with 
nothing much in the way of suitable kit 
except an Asprey’s cigarette case given to 
him by a girlfriend “to stop a bullet”, 
Mayall headed to the Arabian Peninsula, 
his enthusiasm to be “part of history” 
only slightly tempered by the alarmingly 
high estimates of coalition casualties. 

“My initial enthusiasm to get stuck-in 
had waned slightly,” Mayall admits. 
“Even though I wasn’t leading the charge 

Above: Civilians and 
coalition military forces 
celebrate the retreat of 
Iraqi forces from 
Kuwait after Operation 
Desert Storm on 28 
February 1991. Top 
right: An Iraqi boy 
rides past a mural of 
Saddam Hussein at a 
deserted Iraqi military 
barracks in Zahko near 
Turkey, 25 April 1991. 
Left: As Iraqi forces 
retreat from Kuwait, 
American servicemen 
raise the flag at the  
US Embassy

“It might sound unfashionable 
to say so, but if you are a 
youngish officer full of martial 
ardour, you want your war”
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in a tank, chemical weapons were the big 
fear and we all certainly thought it was 
going to be more of a slugging match.” In 
the end it was a relative cake walk. 

The British 1st Armoured Division 
played a decisive role in the “Left 
Hook” – an action that destroyed 
more than 300 Iraqi armoured 

vehicles. Tank commanders raced across 
the desert expecting at any minute to hit 
stubborn opposition, but it wasn’t to be.

“We thought the Republican Guard 
would stand and fight but they didn’t, and 
in the end, despite the media hype that we 
were going up against a huge, battle-
hardened army, the simple truth was that 
Saddam Hussein’s forces were just no 
match for the well-drilled armies of the 
US and the UK. It simply boiled down to 
quality,” explains Mayall, who admits  
to having huge respect for the US Armed 
Forces after going on to work with them  
in Kosovo, Iraq and Afghanistan.

Mayall is also convinced that the 
coalition’s failure to “tie things off” 
enabled Saddam’s army to fight another 
day (and to crush the Kurdish and Shia 
uprisings), and allowed him to write a 

parallel narrative in which he portrayed 
himself as the victor to his supporters 
across the Arab world. This soured an 
outstanding feat of arms. “We should 
have left him in no doubt that he’d been 
beaten,” Mayall says. “We should have 
dragged him to the peace table in front  
of the world’s cameras. It would’ve saved 
more lives and suffering in the long run. 
Maggie [Thatcher] would’ve finished the 
job. I asked her as much at a dinner in 
2007, and she agreed, but [by February 
1991] she’d been ousted by her own party.” 

Mayall retired from soldiering in 2015, 
but his world view continues to evolve, 
especially regarding the turbulent Middle 
East, whose layered complexities demand 
an astute and nuanced understanding  
of the area and its people. It is a recurring 
theme in his book. “The Middle East is 
ethnically, culturally, religiously, and 
even linguistically diverse. So much so, 
that it’s absurd to simply lump everyone 
together as Arabs. And that, to me, is the 
enduring fascination of the region.” 

Simon Mayall’s Soldier in the Sand: A 
Personal History of the Modern Middle 
East is published by Pen & Sword

“Chemical weapons 
were the big fear. 
We all certainly 
thought it was 
going to be more of 
a slugging match”

Top: French troops demine a barricade outside 
Kuwait City in 1991. Above: A protest outside 
Parliament in August after the Taliban’s triumph



IM
A

G
E 

C
RE

D
IT

37
BOISDALELIFE.COM

ISSUE 20

LONDON CHAMBER 
OF COMMERCE AND 
INDUSTRY
Representing the interests of  
London businesses, we create  
thousands of connections  
every year.

londonchamber.co.uk        @londonchamber



38
BOISDALELIFE.COM

ISSUE 20 

G
ET

TY
 IM

A
G

ES

M U S I C

The versatile virtuoso Horace Andy describes his life in 
music to David Katz, from riffing with Bob Marley  

to fronting Massive Attack 

B est known in his native 
Jamaica for shimmering 
odes to religious faith and 
hard-hitting songs of social 
commentary and delivered 
in a quavering alto, Horace 

Andy is a reggae veteran of uncommon 
versatility. The public voice of Massive 
Attack for the last thirty years, he has 
collaborated with everyone from The 
Clash’s Joe Strummer to House music 
producer Ashley Beedle, though British 
audiences first got hooked on his reggae 
love ballads and unusual cover tunes, 
including a gritty rendition of Tom 
Jones’ ‘Delilah’, evidencing the range of 
influences brought to bear in his 
formative years.

“When I was young, I would sing  
any song,” Horace explains, on the other 
end of a crackling phone line in Jamaica.  
“I used to sing Otis Redding in the 
evening times, like (‘Sittin’ on) ‘The 
Dock of the Bay’, but before I started 
singing, I wanted to be Jimi Hendrix, 
because I was learning to play the guitar 
and his style really appealed to me. Tom 
Jones was always one of my big, big 
idols, and then Mick Jagger is one of my 
favourites, because The Rolling Stones’ 
‘Angie’ was very popular in Jamaica. I 
love it and I played it so much, just like 
‘Tie a Yellow Ribbon Round the Ole Oak 
Tree’ by Tony Orlando and Dawn.”

If crooner-producer Tony Orlando 
seems an odd role model for the man 
who recorded some of reggae’s deepest 
roots anthems, it makes sense that 
Horace would be drawn to diverse 
forms, since the culture of the sound 
system was all around him during his 
youth in the ghettos of western 
Kingston, exposing him to rhythm and 
blues, country and western, soul, rock, 
and pop, along with the indigenous folk 
style called mento and pan-Caribbean 
genres such as calypso and rumba. 
Music was simply part of everyday life 
from day one, so Horace discovered he 
could sing while still in short pants. “I 
think I was born with it in me, and I was 
already singing nursery rhymes in the 
classroom,” Horace reminisces.

During his teens, he made his debut 
recording, ‘Black Man’s Country’, for an 
upcoming producer called Phil Pratt, 
but the song made little impact, leading 
Horace to hone his musical skills for the 
next few years. “I couldn’t really sing 
then, so I had to learn to play the guitar 

REGGAE’S 
PHILOSOPHER



39
BOISDALELIFE.COM

ISSUE 20

RE
D

FE
RN

S;
 B

ET
H

 L
ES

SE
R



and to sing properly,” he says with a 
chuckle. “Then I decided to go to Studio 
One, and I say Studio One was high 
school, college and university, ’cos that’s 
where I learned everything.”

Often likened to Jamaica’s 
Motown, Studio One was the 
island’s premier recording 

facility and group of record labels, 
where Horace’s friends Bob Marley,  
Ken Boothe and countless others got 
their start. Once he began recording 
there, the popularity of dejected-love 
songs ‘Got to be Sure’ and ‘Love of a 
Woman’ brought Horace onto prominent 
stage shows in Kingston, including a 
stadium gig at the National Arena in 
1971. Then, Horace Andy became an 
island-wide household name when his 
caustic ‘Skylarking’ topped the Jamaican 
charts; a song decrying the lack of 
employment opportunities for local 
youth, demonstrating his social and 
spiritual awakening.

“Being a young male Rastafarian, 
looking at what’s happening, that’s why 
I sing that song,” Horace explains. 
“Living as a Rastafarian, you’re going to 
be doing political songs all the time.”

He followed ‘Skylarking’ with the 
devotional ‘Children of Israel’, another 
Number One hit, and heartfelt love song 
‘You Are My Angel’ became the title 
track of a popular 1973 album released 
by Trojan Records, based in Brent in 
London, widening Horace’s audience 
overseas before RCA issued some songs 
he recorded with Bob Marley’s backing 
musicians, the releases all forming 
stepping stones to international success.

Seeking to widen his horizons, 
Horace moved to the United States 
during the late Seventies, settling first  
in Brooklyn and later in Hartford, 
Connecticut. His time on the East Coast 
inspired a musical renewal, culminating 
in the acclaimed album, Dance Hall 
Style, for Bronx-based producer Lloyd 
‘Bullwackie’ Barnes in 1982, which 
referenced reggae’s latest dance 
incarnation. “It was a different sound at 
his studio, and I would say Wackies was 
the Studio One of New York,” Horace 
emphasises. “Every artist goes there 
because he gives everybody a break.”

To avoid any chance of stagnating, 
Horace then shifted base to London, 
where his innovative 1985 album, 
Elementary, shook up the reggae scene. 

Opposite page: Horace 
Andy at the Montreux 
Jazz Festival in 
Switzerland, 2006. This 
page, from top: Horace 
performing live at 
Tottenham Town Hall, 
London, in1985; 
recording Haul and Jack 
Up in Kingston in 1987; 
Horace outside the 
legendary Channel One 
Studios in Kingston, 
1984; his debut album, 
the chart-topping 
Skylarking, released by 
Studio One in 1972.
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Released by indie giant Rough Trade and 
created with keyboardist Caroline 
Williams of Akabu, along with two 
founding members of Aswad, it helped 
pave the way for an approach from 
Massive Attack during the recording of 
their ground-breaking debut album,  
Blue Lines, in 1991.

“I was Daddy G’s favourite reggae 
singer, which I never even knew,” 
Horace laughs. “They sent a cassette  
and me and Caroline sit down and wrote 
the track ‘One Love’, so that’s where we 
really started, and meeting Massive felt 
like a U-turn, because I was already 
trying to do songs like those on 
Elementary. So when I met Massive, I 
really wanted to do that kind of music.”

These days, when not on tour, Horace 
spends most of his time in Kingston, 
where he and his son run a recording 
studio, Higher Grades, helping to 
nurture emerging talent. Last November, 
when lockdown restrictions were in full 
force, Horace’s dynamic performance 
was a highlight of the livestreamed No 
Bass Like Home, celebrating the 
designation of Brent as the London 
Borough of Culture. (Historically Brent 
has been an area that helped to establish 
reggae in Britain; Trojan Records was 
based there in the Sixties and Seventies.) 

Horace insists that his enduring 
positivity results from his faith in 
Rastafari, and his continual immersion 
in music. “I still have about four or five 
LPs for myself that have never ever been 
released, so I’ll probably release them in 
the future, if life spares me,” he says, 
with another chuckle. 

“Anywhere I go in the world, Jah 
carries me through. From when I was 
eighteen years old, I’m a Rastafarian, 
and if you’re living conscious, you must 
think conscious things, but if you’re 
doing evil, of course you’re going to 
stick to evil things. I start to learn about 
consciousness from a young age, and it’s 
been good for me.” 

“I’m a Rastafarian, 
and if you’re living 
conscious, you 
must think 
conscious things”

Above: Horace on stage 
with Massive Attack at 
the Academy, Sheffield, 
in 2009. Right: Horace 
(centre), Robert Del 
Naja (left) and Daddy G 
(far right) of Massive 
Attack surrounded by 
fans in Italy, 1999.
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master. Since Thomas Cromwell’s day, the House 
of Commons had become vastly more powerful, 
at the expense of royal absolutism. Kings could 
not raise taxes or pass laws without the consent 
of Parliament. So they needed ministers who 
could manage the Commons. Walpole did that 
supremely well. It was his greatest attribute. He 
also brought reassurance to the first two Georges, 
by his absolute support for the House of Hanover 
and his implacable opposition to the Jacobites. 
Because his royal masters trusted him, Walpole was 
able to strengthen the power of his office without 
challenging the King’s authority. There is a paradox. 
Some constitutional purists objected to the term 
‘Prime Minister’, on the grounds that there should 
be several ministers, each supreme in his own 
department. More interested in substance than in 
style, Walpole denied that he regarded himself as 
Prime Minister. But he did, and he was.

 

Over the next four decades, matters 
were more confused. Who was the first 
minister in the late 1750s, Newcastle, 
described as Prime Minister, or Pitt the 

Elder, directing the Seven Years War? We did not 
have another dominant Prime Minister until Pitt the 
Younger. He served for almost as long as Walpole. 
In one respect, the Younger Pitt resembled Neville 
Chamberlain. Both men seemed to have been put 
on earth to be effective peace-time premiers who 
had a sound practical grasp of economics, which 
they would deploy to enhance national prosperity. 
Circumstances forced them both to become war 
leaders. Chamberlain could not manage the 
transition. Pitt succeeded. In his ability to command 
detail, he ranks with Peel, Gladstone and Thatcher. 
In his ability to consume port, he greatly exceeded 
them. This helped to kill him at the age of 46.

Three hundred years ago, Robert 
Walpole became the King’s first 
minister and is generally reckoned 
to have been the first Prime Minister. 
Anthony Seldon’s recent book, The 
Impossible Office, opens with an 

imaginary conversation between Walpole and Boris 
Johnson, the latest premier. It takes place in 10 
Downing Street. Walpole was the first PM to occupy 
that house. Moreover, they had both been King’s 
Scholars at Eton; “Two British Prime Ministers, 
300 years apart, nurtured in the same buildings 
and spaces.” But this light fiction introduces us 
to a serious point – political and constitutional 
continuity. Such a meeting, real or imaginary, could 
not take place in any other country. 

Walpole was PM for 21 years – a crucial 
transitional period. In Britain, the 17th century had 
been a period of profound turbulence. There had 
been a civil war; a king judicially murdered; almost 
constant religious conflict; strife in Scotland; strife 
in Ireland; and finally a revolution, generally – 
and reasonably – known as ‘Glorious’, with a king 
driven into exile. Church, dynasty, constitution 
– everything seemed to be at stake. For some 
Protestants, ‘stake’ had a literal meaning. Foxe’s 
Book of Martyrs kept alive the memories of Bloody 
Mary’s reign, when Protestants were indeed burnt 
at the stake. For much of the 17th century, religion 
was a matter of life and death.

Yet in the new 18th century, everything began 
to calm down. The historian JH Plumb wrote a 
book, The Growth of Political Stability in England, 
1675-1725. The starting date seems hard to justify. 
In 1675, this sceptred isle was still under threat 
from a tsunami of instability. But the general 
thesis is defensible. After 1714, under dull but 
solid Hanoverians, Britain south of the Highland 
Line did gradually calm down. Walpole played 
an important role in this, for he was a new type 
of minister. Monarchs had always employed first 
ministers. But their position – even their life – was 
wholly dependent on royal favour. Look at Thomas 
Cromwell. No minister had been more powerful or 
more effective, until Henry VIII turned against him. 
Then there was no honoured retirement, merely the 
Tower and the scaffold. 

Although Walpole had much less to fear from 
the axe, 180 years later he was still reliant on royal 
favour for his position. But he also had a second 



A new history of the role and remit  
of the British Prime Minister asks timely 
questions about our highest office, 
writes Bruce Anderson

There was no honoured retirement, 
merely the Tower and the scaffold

Above: PM Boris 
Johnson at the UN 
Security Council 
on climate and 
security at the 
FCDO in London, 
2021. Opposite: 
Robert Walpole 
(1676-1745), 
Britain’s first and 
longest-serving 
Prime Minister, 
(1721-1742), 
pictured when 
Chancellor of the 
Exchequer, beside 
the Exchequer’s 
silk purse. Both 
men were King’s 
Scholars at Eton
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By the time of his death, we can trace the 
lineaments of the modern premiership. 
Anthony Seldon ranks him among the 
transformational prime ministers, and 

deservedly so. As well as handling Parliament, 
it was still necessary for PMs to have a good 
relationship with their sovereign. Until post-
Victorian Britain, no monarch was so comfortably 
manageable as George I had been. But a new factor 
was growing in importance – public opinion, as 
manifested in General Election results. The pre-1832 
House of Commons was easier to control than its 
successors after the UK embarked on Parliamentary 
reform. Yet even in the pre-reform Parliament, there 
were constituencies where knights of the shire or 
City merchants could assert themselves. 

As the century went on, public opinion and 
elections became steadily more important. At the 
time, this aroused alarm among the prosperous 
classes, those of a Conservative disposition, and 
those of a nervous disposition. All of them felt 
threatened by at any moves towards democracy. 
They feared that if the property-less attained 
political power, there would be anarchy. Bloodshed 
would ensue as the poor set about plundering the 
rich. On the Continent, there were examples that 
appeared to justify such fears. Agitation for political 
change frequently led to revolutionary violence. 
In Britain, we escaped that danger, because 
Parliament acted as a safety valve. Less fortunate 
nations had revolutions. We had evolution. We had 
a Monarchy, a House of Lords, ancient offices and 
ancient pageantry. But this rich historical tapestry 
was constantly being renewed. Indeed, British 
constitutional history even manages to refute one 
of Our Lord’s Parables. We have proved that it is 
possible to pour new wine into old bottles.

Anthony Seldon explains the centrality 
of the premiership in this ultimately 
benign process. But he enters two caveats. 
The first is in the title. Quite a few PMs 

left office worn out, with a sense of “After such 
knowledge, what forgiveness?” Surprisingly few 
enjoyed a long and happy old age after retirement. 
The second is the difficulty of preparing premiers 
for the challenges of office. Our author believes 
that institutional reforms would mitigate that. He 
thinks that there ought to be a strong Deputy Prime 
Minister to relieve his boss of some of the burdens. 
He also believes that the world – and the Treasury 
– should be reminded that the PM is also the First 
Lord of the Treasury, and as such ought to assert 
control, when necessary.

That may sound like a good idea, but there are 
two problems. The first is politics. A less-than-
ideally qualified figure might become PM because 
he could command public opinion. Think Boris 
Johnson. The second is authority. Even if there were 
a strong Deputy Prime Minister, the PM would still 

Top: Before the 
Referendum, 
David Cameron 
(centre, with 
William Hague 
and George
Osborne) ran a
harmonious
Cabinet. Left: 
Britain’s youngest 
PM, William Pitt 
the Younger, took 
office at age 24 in 
1783. Right: 
Chancellor of the
Exchequer Neville 
Chamberlain in
1936, leaving
No.10 to present 
his budget to 
Parliament

be the ultimate decision-maker. Lenin’s question 
would not go away: Who, whom? When it comes 
to the Treasury, that argument could be inverted. 
Rishi Sunak is an immensely strong Chancellor, 
and Boris could not afford to lose him. So there are 
limits to the current First Lord’s ability to trespass 
on the Second Lord’s territory. One reason why 
David Cameron’s government worked so well, until 
the referendum, was the harmony between him and 
the two most important members of his Cabinet, 
George Osborne and William Hague. But that is rare. 
Occupants of senior posts can often turn into rivals, 
with their eyes on the most senior post of all.

Although no-one will agree with every point  
that Anthony Seldon makes (and he would not 
expect them to) this is a lively and stimulating read. 
There is one obvious conclusion. The office of 
prime minister has been and will remain an endless 
source of controversy. 

Anthony Seldon’s The Impossible Office? The 
History of the British Prime Minister is out now
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Joe Warwick wonders why the humble chilli has 
found a permanent home in the nation's pantry
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When it comes to motivational, can-do 
spirit, look to the food and wine sector  
for inspiration 

A clinic in Zurich recently confirmed 
what a homeopath told me 20 years 
ago: I have allergies to grains, dairy, 
chilli, mustard, and alcohol. This is a 

serious impediment to being both a human and 
a restaurant critic. Cheese and biscuits and a 
glass of wine? Forget it. Sunday night curry? No 
chance. Moreover, they told me, I shouldn’t eat 
carbohydrates at night, so green-chilli chicken 
masala with rice and naan is now a tortuous 
dream. What’s worse, I’m a little addicted to 
chilli – an affliction shared, joyously, by many 
people, including our esteemed patron, Ranald, 
and Joe Warwick. A terrific trougher, Joe’s a man 
with a colossal appetite whose unkempt locks 
express the feverish love of food that feeds the 
mind beneath that hair. Chefs shudder at the 
sight of him entering a restaurant, that mop on 
top being the first thing they see. But lockdown 
saw the gamekeeper turn poacher as, seeking 
further funds to enrich his family, he got a job 
managing a Michelin-starred restaurant in Soho, 
Sola. He now waits tables impeccably, his mane 
tied back in a tight ponytail. He agreed to pen  
a few lines between shifts and you can read his 
investigation into chilli addictions on page 52. 

Damien McCrystal pivoted mid-pandemic 
too. Refusing to have all the fun taken out of his 
life, he recreated some of our national “past 
times” in his garden (p54). He enjoyed his own 
Ascot so much, he may have one every year – no 
hideous journey, no jostling in the paddock with 
the hoi polloi, and no dress-code violations (he 
enforced it as strictly as the stewards do).

When it comes to irrepressible spirit, refusal 
to surrender to adversity, and perseverance, this 
year nobody can take that crown away from 
Stephen Tonk, founder of the sensational rosé, 
Mirabeau, who saw his beloved vineyard in the 
South of France go up in smoke in a wildfire in 
August (p58). Despite the scorched earth and 
barbecued grapes, some of the older vines 
survived unscathed. We know he will devise an 
ingenious solution to the crisis.

Because we can, let’s wine and dine, drink 
and dance, all of it so much sweeter now. The 
conviviality of the terrace at Boisdale embodies 
the joy that we missed and now we are free, I’m 
going to entertain those allergies. Consuming 
those evils won’t kill me, just cause discomfort. 
But to sate my love of chilli, of cheese or Dijon 
mustard, I’m happy to suffer. I think that’s why  
I enjoy hangovers – they remind me of all the 
fun I had the night before. Bottoms up!

NEEDS MUST
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replacement. We had advertised widely and  
I had a pile of CVs to choose from. Our 
receptionist was somewhat startled when a 
succession of fearsome Chinese chefs from 
Gerrard Street arrived, meat cleavers in hand. 

I had one killer question for my shortlisted 
candidates: How many types of mushroom can 
you name? (I eventually gave the job to a 
woman who reeled off a whole list, ending 
with “magic”.) One callow chef, who had  
a stack of City & Guilds qualifications and a 
sheaf of references, looked baffled. “Button,” 
he said; then, after a little prompting, “field”. 
He wasn’t going to get the job, but I pressed 
him for just one more variety. He thought for  
a moment. “Tinned!” he said, triumphantly.

My catering business fell victim to the 
recession of the early Nineties, and I tried my 
hand at a few other jobs, but the siren call of 
the kitchen lured me back to the stove, this 
time cooking at a louche Mayfair club. It was 
frequented by Young British Artists and was 
awash with cocaine. Hardly anyone touched 
the food, other than to rearrange my plates 
aesthetically and send them back to the 
kitchen. I had joined as a sous-chef, and the 
head chef’s idea of a staff meal was to empty 
the fridge and mix it with pasta. After the 
third case of food poisoning, the staff revolted 
and he was sacked.

The opportunity to write for a new food 
magazine made me come to my senses. Was I 
really going to keep working in a subterranean 
hellhole, dishing out food to ungrateful 
punters, stuck in a classical kitchen hierarchy 
modelled on the French military, when I could 
make more money scribbling? Sod that for a 
game of soldats. 

I have had a few relapses over the last 25 
years – cooking bacchanalian Sunday lunches 
at Black’s Club in Soho, consulting for a few 
restaurants, and lending a hand in my wife’s 
kitchen (yes, I married a chef) – but I think I 
have finally kicked the habit. Gamekeeping 
definitely beats poaching, and, for that matter, 
frying, grilling and roasting. 

Post-pandemic, what’s keeping 
many restaurateurs and head 
chefs awake at night is not a 
shortage of willing diners, but the 
lack of people to cook for them. 
Many chefs have vanished back 

to Mexico, Romania or Taiwan, while others 
have abandoned the industry altogether.

But why, you might ask, would anyone 
want to be a chef in the first place? They face 
long and unsociable hours, dismal working 
conditions, and lousy pay. Yet the role can 
easily become an addiction – I should know, 
because I put up with it for a decade or so, 
before seeing the light and earning my living 
writing about food instead of cooking it. 

My first job was in a Cambridge pizzeria, 
knocking out Margheritas by the dozen for  
a boisterous crowd of Italian students from  
the nearby language school. After a few weeks, 
I was having regular nightmares involving 
floods of orders, a dearth of plates, 
malfunctioning ovens, and uncooperative 
dough. Once, I woke in a cold sweat at three 
in the morning, my jaw clamped round the 
edge of my pillow. 

My next job was as the in-house chef for  
a post-production video company in Soho. It 
was the late Eighties, and the golden era of the 
pop promo: Aha, Peter Gabriel, Kate Bush and 
Prince all came through the doors – and 
Michael Jackson, although he didn’t eat. I did 
feed his chimpanzee, though.

The budget was very generous. I would 
wander along Brewer Street, stopping at 
Richards the fishmonger to buy a couple of 
lobsters or a few scallops; Slater, Cooke, 
Bisney & Jones for some fillet steak; Lina 
Stores for extra-virgin olive oil and fresh 
pasta… Whatever the client wanted, the client 
got. Kate Bush wanted fettuccine with wild 
mushrooms; Wendy James from Transvision 
Vamp wanted Heinz tomato soup. For five 
days running.

My last job, before I left to set up my own 
catering business, was to hire a chef as my 

AND TEARS
Why chef Bill Knott called time on the kitchen 
and hung up his apron for good
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HOT & 
BOTHERED

Once a rite of passage for 
stag-night dares, chillis have 

become an ubiquitous 
ingredient while every fridge in 

the land now boasts an array 
of hot sauces. What fans this 

flame? asks Joe Warwick
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The delicious sting of chilli has 
always brought out the grinning 
masochist in me, with one notable 
exception. It was just over a decade 
ago, during a spell working front- 

of-house at Ned Conran’s Soho Mexican,  
El Camion, when I discovered that even I have 
my limits when it comes to feeling the burn. 
The dining room had an impressive display of 
hot sauces that covered the full spectrum of 
the Scoville scale, the recognised unit of 
measure for a chilli’s potency. 

A customer had asked, as they often did, to 
sample a particularly fearsome-looking vial.  
I can’t remember the brand, but I recall that it 
had a pipette with a rubber dropper, most 
likely had a skull and crossbones on its label, 
and might have been called something like 
“Colon Cleanser”. 

Aware of the dangers, I handled it with care, 
delivered several drops, listened to the groans 
of pleasure and pain, then headed immediately 
to the bathroom to scrub my hands. I thought 
nothing more of it until the end of the evening 
when, after a call of nature, I headed home. 

As I strolled through Soho I noticed a gentle 
tingle in my loins, one completely 
unconnected to running the late-night gauntlet 
of massage parlours touting for business. By 
the time I’d reached my bus stop on Regent 
Street, the sting had spread south. A little 
later, as I climbed the stairs to the top of the 
night bus, “Little Joe” was very much on fire. 

At some point I must have rubbed my eyes, 
because I started crying and found myself 
temporarily blinded. I remember managing to 
call my then-girlfriend – now Mrs Warwick 
– and explaining that (with apologies to the 
Kings of Leon) my sex was on fire and I 
couldn’t see. Suspecting – incorrectly in this 
instance – that drink had been consumed, she 
refused to meet me and guide me home, 
instead pointing out rather tersely that my bus 
went past St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington 
and perhaps I should make my way to its 
Casualty department.  

That sorry incident aside, which provided  
a potent practical demonstration of why 
pepper spray is such an effective deterrent,  
the tingle and sweat of chilli has always put  
a smile on my face. It began when I was a 
teenager at a local Tandoori, with pints of lager 
to soothe the burn. Then I discovered the 
chilli-fired heat of Thai, Mexican, Korean, 
Jamaican Jerk seasoning, and Portuguese 
Piri-Piri, and went on a trip to Louisiana to 
visit the Avery Island birthplace of Tabasco, 
the world’s most famous hot sauce. Shortly 
afterwards I went through a phase of always 

carrying around a small bottle of Tabasco 
attached to a souvenir key ring and became a 
member of the Tabasco Club – an occasional 
gathering of restaurant folk of the old school 
who met for lunch on an irregular basis to eat 
a menu that made use of the fiery, rusty-red 
condiment in every course. 

Extensive studies have been conducted into 
why so many of us crave the so-called “benign 
masochism” of chilli. Apparently it comes 
from the same place that lead many of us to 
watching sad or scary films, riding 
rollercoasters, and sky diving. It’s about initial 
perceived danger giving way to pleasure, 
when we realise that we’ve been fooled and 
we’re going to be fine, our brains are rewarded 
with a juicy hit of mood-boosting dopamine. 
At the same time we’re getting high on 
endorphins, the same natural painkillers that 
we get from sex and exercise. That’s why chilli 
– and more specifically capsaicin, which 
activates the chemical within that produces 
the burning sensation –  can be considered a 
drug, one which we can build up a tolerance 
to and crave, although addiction is not as yet 
something you can attend group therapy for.

Chilli peppers evolved their (un)pleasant 
heat to deter us and other animals from eating 
them, but we have since conditioned ourselves 
into enjoying the very sensation originally 
designed to scare us away. We’re kinky like 
that. As Yale psychologist Paul Bloom notes  
in How Pleasure Works: The New Science of 
Why We Like What We Like, “Philosophers 
have often looked for the defining feature of 
humans – language, rationality, culture, and  
so on. I’d stick with this: Man is the only 
animal that likes Tabasco sauce.” 

Words with which I must agree, albeit with 
one caveat: Only when orally administered.  

Joe Warwick is the author of the bestselling 
Where Chefs Eat. Follow him on Twitter,  
@joewarwick and Instagram, @joe_warwick.
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A tasting at the Tabasco Factory store on Avery Island, 
Louisiana – birthplace of the world-famous hot sauce



When Covid restrictions cancelled our culture,  
Damien McCrystal recreated the Season at home

It is extraordinary what we’ll put 
up with for a day out drinking, 
betting and showing off. Invariably, 
it involves a dreary journey to the 
event and an even worse one on 

the way back, when all you can think  
of is the bar or your bed.

We learn to tolerate this misery when 
we are young and accustomed to being 
uncomfortable for long periods, be that 
at school or on the long journey to 
university or, later, the wretched work 
commute from somewhere far to the 
centre of town.

So, for young people, Royal Ascot 
must seem relatively effortless.

Not for me. Now in my middle age, 
little by little I have been abandoning 
such events in favour of a television 
and a ready supply of food and drink at 
home, or close by. One of the last straws 
was Henley in 2015, when it was so hot 
the oars melted and then the air 
conditioning on the homeward train 
broke down, after which the train itself 
stopped for an hour. I had to unscrew 
and remove a window on our carriage 
to avoid suffocation and possible death. 

A couple of years later, the 
temperature in a club tent at Royal 
Ascot was so high we were allowed to 
take off our morning coats and loosen 

our ties – unheard-of nudity at the 
Royal Meeting and a once-in-a-lifetime 
breach of protocol.

Last year, though, we were saved by 
Covid, forcing races (following since- 
unjustified fears that Cheltenham was  
a superspreader event) to be held 
without racegoers. As it happened, at 
the beginning of June I had erected a 
marquee in my Yorkshire garden with  
a view to exploiting any leeway on 
socialising that the government might 
allow. The tent was about 12ft by 24ft, 
originally bought as an annexe to  
the house for my son’s 21st birthday 
(mostly for smokers in case of poor 
weather). Now it was the perfect thing 
for protecting social gatherings from 
excessive sun, rain or bossy officials.

The first event was Royal Ascot. I 
sent invitations – to nobody at all, 
M’lud – and quantities of food, drink 
and ice were prepared. A paper sign 
reading “Royal Enclosure” was stapled 
to a piece of timber and propped at the 
entrance to the yard with the tent. 

Dressing up was not a requirement, 
although I did ask the (non-existent) 
guests to please not wear shorts or 
training shoes, as there are limits. My 
son and I made do with waistcoats and 
in my case a green top hat bought as a 

MY BIG FAT 
BRIT LOCKDOWN
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Simon Maine-Tucker hosts Ascot

A well-ventilated “Royal Ecnlosure”

The badge of honour  
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Christmas novelty (all my proper kit 
was in London). It was a hot day and 
this arrangement made us all a great 
deal more comfortable than if we’d been 
at the racecourse.

Achieving good quality live coverage 
was a worry, but with a Wi-Fi range 
extender plugged into the nearest shed, 
the smart television sprang to life.

A bookmaker’s app on my 
smartphone provided us with seamless 
betting and on the first race of the day I 
won £300. It set the trend for a fabulous 
afternoon of boozy and well-fed fun, 
with no queues for the lavatory or 
bookmaker, no traffic jams and no 
cramped, dry-mouthed journey home.

I was not the only person to have this 
idea. Around the country, people were 
clearing sheds and barns or putting up 
their own marquees. Boisdale habitué 
Simon Maine-Tucker and his wife 
Sally-Ann, following a quieter Royal 
day at home in 2020, went to much 
greater lengths this year, setting up an 
elaborate tent complex (just to cover the 
food and drink, of course) and invited 
the legal maximum of guests, some of 
whom were in full fig, others in more 
unconventional attire, there being no 
stewards to enforce the dress code.

He says it was all a blast and a very 
welcome opportunity to see good 
friends in a group for the first time in  
a long time. And that is how most 
people I know have reacted to the Covid 
restrictions. When the disease runs 
rampant we are careful, but when it is 
on the ebb, and we’ve had our jabs, 
then the martinets may not hold the 
sway over us that they wish. If people 
are careful, anything is possible. I 
noticed earlier this year that there must 

have been rather a run on net  
curtains at John Lewis, as many  
of them – particularly the larger ones 
– were sold out for a time. Was this 
sudden desire for privacy anything to 
do with people wishing to entertain 
friends without being seen? Were they 
saying to friends, “Get the cab to stop 
50 yards from my house and then 
phone – I’ll open the door as you arrive 
so the neighbours don’t hear you 
ringing the bell”?

As it turned out, I didn’t have a DIY 
Royal Ascot in my tent this year, 
having been lucky enough to be invited 
to a box at the actual event. But 
following the sweaty journey there 
(delayed by someone having a fit at 
Richmond) and back (squished in the 
back seat of a car with two others) I 
have resolved to go private for the next 
Royal Meeting. 
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The best thing about hosting Royal 
Ascot at home is that you can afford to eat and drink far better than you 
would at the actual racecourse.  At 
Ascot, £20 wines are £100 in the 
hospitality boxes, while at home every penny of that £100 goes down the 
hatch. Similarly, what costs £150 at 
Ascot costs about £15 in real life, and because you aren’t mass catering you can have oysters, dry-aged steak, and other delicacies. Boisdale at Home, 
our very own online shop, delivers 
large platters of fruits de mer for £69, two dressed lobsters for £49, as well as caviar, smoked salmon, beef, 
cheeses, and wines – just a click away at shop.boisdale.co.uk.

Damien McCrystal, VIP
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A CUT ABOVE
With news that London’s historic meat 
market, Smithfield, is moving, Robbie 
Smith took a sentimental journey

It’s 4am when the alarm rings. Outside is dark 
and cold. I want to roll over and go back to 
sleep, but the meat market is calling. Not a 
sentence I ever expected to write. One 
triple-espresso later and I groggily leave the 
house, persuading myself it will be worth it.  

It is, after all, last-chance saloon for Smithfield, 
London’s last great food market. The other two, 
Billingsgate and Spitalfields, left the centre of town 
in the Eighties and Nineties. In March, the City of 
London Corporation secured planning approval to 
move all three to a new site in Dagenham. I’m 
determined to visit Smithfield while it’s still in 
Farringdon, as anyone can, for it’s not just for trade.

The Tube I’m on is empty and when I arrive the 
station is deserted. Most of those on night shifts are 
already working, and even early risers are still in 
bed. On the streets, the only people about wear 
hi-vis and heavy boots, not smart City suits. 

I meet my friend Alex on a street corner by a café. 
Across the road there’s a steady hum of activity, 
coming from delivery vans and men in white coats. 
They push huge trolleys and trays with unidentified 

pinky-white slabs, wrapped in sheets of plastic. 
Later, up close, I realise this is meat, in bulk for 
wholesale. It’s enough to give a vegan a coronary. 

Smithfield keeps different hours to the rest of us. 
It opens at 2am and shuts around 7. It also has a 
history as illustrious and longer than most noble 
families. Before Henry Tudor was even a glimmer in 
his father’s eye in the 1500s, traders had been 
hawking meat on this very spot for some 300 years. 

Now, though, the curtain is closing on this 
chapter of British mercantile history as the market 
moves to East London. This is sensible: New digs 
mean better facilities and more space, while prime 
real estate in the heart of London’s commercial 
centre can finally have its value realised. There are 
plans for a new cultural centre at Smithfield. But 
sense means no room for sensibility. There’s no 
little melancholy in London losing touch with its 
past. In 1174, a contemporary clerk reported that 
you could buy “swine with their deep flanks, and 
cows and oxen of immense bulk”. In the same place, 
846 years later, the same things are for sale. 

As the City builds glass and steel towers faster 
than you can say “oxen of immense bulk”, the 
places with real history barely cling on. Most of 
those know which way the wind is blowing. That’s 
why Smithfield decided to go while it still could. 
An Act of Parliament is needed to finalise the move 
and the Dagenham centre won’t open for a few 
years, but everybody knows this institution is on its 
way out. The City Corp forecasts some whopping 
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sums for the new site, hoping it will create nearly 
£3bn of spending across the UK each year. It reflects 
changing logistics. In short, our meat (or veg and 
fish in the case of New Spitalfields and Billingsgate 
respectively) doesn’t have to be prepared so close to 
our plates. Valuable land can be better used – the 
lorries and refrigeration units will pick up the slack. 
Such are the cold calculations of the modern age. 

Maybe Smithfield will become like the 
Meatpacking District in New York, which lost its 
traditional trade in the Nineties to howls of despair. 
Gentrification led to a destination that is now 
thriving; where pedestrians used to pick their way 
past dripping carcasses to get to nearby Greenwich 
Village, now there are hipster boutiques and 
fashionable restaurants. What Smithfield won’t be, 
though, is the same. And that means an unbroken 
link to London’s deep past will at last be severed.   

But Smithfield is more than its history – it’s a 
living, breathing market. It’s not a Disneyfied relic of 
the past. There aren’t men dressed up as town criers 
leading tour parties. There isn’t a visitor’s office. 
Instead there are butchers, chefs, hoteliers, and 
those looking for tonight’s meal, like Alex and me.

To approach, it’s a grand sight. Built in 1866 by 
architect Sir Horace Jones (who also designed 
Leadenhall and Billingsgate markets and Tower 
Bridge), the exterior is superlative. Dragons cap the 
arcades while griffins rest on octagonal pavilion 
towers and cast iron springs from elliptical arches. 
Inside, it’s more workaday. Push through the plastic 
curtains of the arcades and you find yourself among 
sellers’ stalls, with offices above. In the back rooms, 
the carcasses of animals are butchered and the gore 
is swept clear. The floor is wet; a gutter runs on each 
side of the path to catch the cleaning effluent. Joints 
hang and cuts are arranged, looking as seductive as 

raw meat can so early in the morning. But there’s 
also a strange lack of gore, for so much flesh on 
sight. The gobsmacking quantities of meat we see 
being ferried around are pale and tightly packaged. 
Hundreds and hundreds of kilos lie on trolleys or 
disappear down corridors. Almost every bit of every 
animal you would want to consume is on offer at 
good prices for the intrepid consumer. 

As we browse, I learn that the traders don’t 
share any of my romantic notions about 
Smithfield. No surprise. It’s a workplace, 
not a film set. After we’ve bought our two 

kilos of pork shoulder for a barbecue that night, we 
bounce between stalls looking for our last purchase 
– tripe. No luck. We’re about to give up when we 
find one seller, who brings out a big white bucket 
from underneath his encounter.

He pulls out a slither of stomach lining. He holds 
it up then drops it. It lands with a wet slap on the 
counter. “Are you going to eat this?” he asks, voice 
cool but eyebrows in orbit. I’m yet to be convinced 
we should. Still, at £1 a piece, it’s cheap. My 
appetite does disappear as the seller explains how  
it must be blanched at least four times to stop it 
killing you. Alex buys it anyway.

With that, we’re done. Market seen, meat bought, 
history tasted. There’s one last thing, though, and 
it’s a sweet reward for day-trippers like us. Because 
of the market’s unorthodox hours, nearby watering 
holes respond accordingly. Though it’s just gone 
seven in the morning, it’s time to hit the pub! 

Reflecting on the morning’s work over a pint of 
Guinness – it feels scandalous to drink so early, 
then almost obscenely luxurious – I think about our 
excursion. My hoary ideas about a charming market 
are thoroughly dispelled, but the sheer functionality 
of the whole experience leaves an impression. This 
is the living city, as unsentimental as it comes. I feel 
the briefest connection with London, past and 
present. Then I finish my Guinness, cram onto a 
rush-hour Tube, and the feeling is gone. There’s a lot 
of things you won’t get in Dagenham. 

It’s not a Disneyfied relic 
of the past... There isn’t a 
visitor’s office

Opposite: A late 
19th-century 
daguerrotype of 
Smithfield. This 
page, from top: 
The Christmas 
auction, when 
surplus stock is sold 
off cheaply for the 
holidays; original 
ironwork; the 
Farringdon site, 
built in 1866 by the 
architect behind 
Tower Bridge 
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This year’s wild fires in the South 
of France are a wake-up call to 
us all, says Stephen Cronk, who 
makes the top rosé, Mirabeau

It was a beautiful Monday in late 
August at our busy vineyard in the 
South of France, but my wife, 
Jeany, and I had found time for a 
simple lunch with my in-laws, 

who who were visiting from Germany.
Since we had made the decision 12 

years ago to leave London and pursue 
our dream to make rosé, the wider 
family had congregated around us. 

We were enjoying what the locals 
call a ‘market lunch’ – some regional 
cheeses, fresh bread, a salad and a glass 
or two of rosé. 

“This really is your corner of 
paradise,” said Netti, my mother-in-law. 
The wine that she, my father-in-law 
Thomas, Jeany and I were drinking 
cemented the feeling of contentment. 
Our plan had been to make rosé, but the 
dream was to establish our own 
Domaine. We had successfully built up 
our brand, Mirabeau, now one of the 
most popular Provençal rosés in the 
UK, and we had moved beyond 
pressing other people’s grapes, having 
worked with 12 other wineries in the 

Côtes de Provence. The glass in my 
hand that day was La Réserve, our first 
wine to be made from our private 
Domaine, in the new appellation of 
Notre-Dames des Anges, just inland 
from St Tropez and 40 minutes from our 
home. The 20-hectare estate has 14 
hectares of vines and three houses for 
staff and guests. 

As I took a sip, savouring its softness 
and a hint of the toasted French oak 
barrels, I noticed a plume of smoke over 
the hills ahead. The plume grew and 
quickly turned into a thick, dark cloud. 

“That’s strange,” I muttered, looking 
at my phone, checking the local fire 
brigade’s Facebook page. 

For the next few hours I kept my eye 
on the smoke and the local reports, but 
we agreed it was better if my wife and 
her parents left the estate, just in case 
things got worse overnight. 

The following morning I messaged 
Jeany. “I think we’re OK. It’s missed us 
by a kilometre.” I was so relieved to see 
the fire go over the hill. But a few hours 
later, everything changed. A fresh wind 

Scenes of devastation the day after forest 
fires spread through the Côte d’Azur

BURNT 
BY THE

SUN
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blew in from the Mediterranean and whipped up the flames. 
It attacked us at every angle, a full 360-degree assault. 

I was thinking I would stay to see how the fire might 
develop when a red Land Rover filled with six firemen 
pulled up. “It’s coming your way,” they shouted. “You 

need to leave right now.” 
I packed the car and anxiously left. Joining the main road 

I was surprised to see cars and motorbikes tearing down in 
the opposite direction. This was a phenomenon I had heard 
about but never believed actually happened – wildfire 
tourism. All around as we drove and reached higher ground 
we could see numerous small fires. All they needed was a 
wisp of air to turn them into raging blazes. 

Back home and safe in Cotignac with Jeany and her 
parents, we endured the waiting game. That evening  
I kept a close eye on the fire’s path. We could see it burning 
20 miles away, the flames glowing bright orange and red 
against the dark expanse of evening sky.

We were joined by a French party evacuated from our 
main guesthouse on the estate. There were two chefs, 
including a celebrated pâtissier from Paris. He soothed 
Jeany’s nerves that evening by cooking us her favourite 
dessert – an impeccable île flottante. 

By Thursday morning I decided to it was time to see the 
vineyard, so I called our manager and set off. We negotiated 
our way past roadblocks and then, as we approached the 
estate through a thick black smog, I saw Mirabeau emerge 
from the gloom. Every tree was burnt to a black, smouldering 
stump. The ground was black and the smell terrible. 

As I came up the drive, five fire trucks were heading 
towards us on their way out. The vineyard was badly 
damaged, they said, but they had saved our houses and 
animals; a small herd of pigs, some goats, chickens, ducks, 
and two alpacas. Such bravery. They had risked their lives  
to save our buildings and animals. I saw a measure of that 
courage as I neared our bicycle shed. The heat had been  
so intense that the bikes had simply melted. 

Last winter, what the locals called a once-in-a-lifetime 
frost had destroyed 20 per cent of new growth. The fire now 
wreaked havoc on a further 25 per cent. What is left we are 
now harvesting and testing to see if there’s a smoke taint – 
somewhat ironic given that we mature La Réserve in 
deliberately toasted oak barrels. 

In the ensuing days we examined every inch of the 
vineyard and found to our astonishment that while the 
flames had fried the leaves and grapes, the main vines 
seemed to have survived. 

We invest in and practice regenerative viticulture, growing 
additional trees and other vegetation as part of a more diverse 
agriculture system to increase the surface for CO2-capturing 
plants; regenerate organic matter in soils; increase 
biodiversity above and below ground; and improve all-

important water retention in our region. 
Meanwhile, these disasters and pitifully 
low rainfall levels come as a stark 
reminder that climate change will 
irreparably damage our food systems 
and livelihoods, and that putting off 
thinking about the macro picture is no 
longer an option.

As I know well, the vine is one of 
nature’s most extraordinary plants, but 
we’ll have to wait until next year to see 
how the grapes grow. This is still a 
beautiful place. I believe that nature 
will regenerate. I’m looking forward to 
seeing saplings emerge from the 
younger trees that have survived and 
the new shoots from our hardy vines. 
I’m placated at seeing that, while vast 
acres of new pine were incinerated, 
most of the old indigenous oaks and 
cork oaks had miraculously survived. 

“You might think that paradise is 
lost,” Netti said when we next met for 
an emotional glass. “But paradise can 
be found again.” 

With our love and passion for this 
beautiful region and the gorgeous wines 
it produces, we’ll ensure that it does. 

Right: The pre-fire 
Provençal landscape  
at Domaine Mirabeau. 
Below: Jeanie and 
Stephen Cronk  
(centre) have lunch  
in their vineyard 

While the flames had fried 
the leaves and grapes, the 
main vines survived
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SALUTE 
THE 
MARTINEZ

There was once a time when a father would tell 
his son, “Always meet your date at the smartest 
bar you know and order the best cocktail you 
can afford, even if it means dropping down a 
notch or two for dinner.” 

The cocktail sets the tone; it creates the 
mood. As the first drink of the night, it is filled with potential 
and hints at what might lie ahead, while the theatre of its 
creation brings a sense of occasion and a change of pace. 

Cocktails can reinforce the spirit: think of the dipsomaniac 
émigrés at Rick’s Café in Casablanca. They can bond: 
remember Noel Coward and Celia Johnson drinking their 

Kinross Specials in the wartime drama, 
In Which We Serve. And they can 
transport the soul: four Brandy 
Alexanders carry away Anthony 
Blanche in Brideshead Revisited. How 
many you have – one is too few and 
three too many – is a matter of choice, 
but first impressions are everything.

The Americans are the undisputed 
kings of the cocktail, but London has an 
intense relationship with hooch. While 
no barman across New York’s five 
boroughs would flinch at a request for  
a Martini (try doing that in a random 
London pub), I bet that only in London 
would a woman, as happened in the 
1980s, inspire the global phenomenon 
that is the Espresso Martini by asking 
the barman for something to “Wake me 
up, and then f*** me up.” 

But back to the Big Apple. Before  
the Martini, there was the Martinez  
– the “canvas” upon which many of  
the world’s great cocktails have been 
painted. Reputedly invented in the 
late-19th century by Jeremiah Thomas, 
the New York bar owner and father of 
American mixology, the first official 
record of the splendid Martinez is the 
1887 edition of Thomas’ The Bar-
Tender’s Guide (first published in 1862). 

Since then, the Martinez has “worn” 
various recipes, but the accepted 
benchmark is equal parts London dry 
gin and sweet red vermouth; one 
dessert spoon of maraschino liqueur; 
and two dashes of orange bitters.

The exact make-up of the Boisdale 
Martinez is a well-kept secret, known 
only to our resident cocktail specialists. 
But what we can tell you is that we use 
the award-winning No.3 London Dry 
Gin, the creation of Berry Bros. & Rudd, 
London’s oldest wine and spirit 
merchant, established in 1698. 

No.3 is made with carefully selected 
botanicals: Uruguayan grapefruit peel; 
Spanish orange peel; Bulgarian 
coriander; Guatemalan cardamom; 
angelica root from Poland; and juniper 
from Italy. At once earthy, spicy, and 
fresh, No.3 has the perfect balance of 
flavours upon which to base any of  
the classic gin cocktails, especially  
the Martinez.

“The mighty Martinez deserves its 
exalted place in the cocktail handbook,” 
says our patron, Ranald Macdonald, 
“and at Boisdale we want to afford it 
the respect it deserves.” 

In the f irst of his new series, our Belgravia  
bar manager, Costantino Armocida, shares  
his go-to classic for the connoisseur

COCKTAILS BY COSTANTINO
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With a selection of bottles chosen as much 
for their beautiful design as their contents, 

guests don’t help themselves to the cocktail 
trolley at Mark Palmer’s house 

PIMP 
MY

CART

We’ve come full circle, as we 
so often do. A decade ago, 
creative boffins who had 
secured lucrative contracts 
with wine companies and 
distilleries were raising 

their glasses (and filling their pockets) as they came 
up with arty labels that said little but spoke 
volumes about their trendy credentials. 

Some have survived. Australia’s Inkwell wines 
has what looks like a butterfly as its label – and 
that’s about it. Sledgehammer, a Californian winery, 
simply has its name on the bottle, and if you want 
further explanation then its website won’t help 
much, except for saying the pinot noir is “like a 
lakeside hike in the woods, or an elegant 
engineering solution”.

Heaven knows what the great illustrators of the 
past, such as Toulouse Lautrec or Alphonse Mucha, 
would make of such gimmicks, but they would be 
heartened by the new move for label and bottle 
design that seeks to convey provenance, while at the 
same time offering a refined visual experience.

No doubt one of the main objectives for this 
development is to make sure a bottle stands out on  
a shop shelf, but it also matters what that same 
bottle brings to the party when set on a cocktail 
trolley or loitering on a dining-room table.

And it’s not just a question of labelling. Bespoke 
bottle production has also changed dramatically – 
and for the better.

“It used to be that you had to pay for a new 
mould and commit to hundreds of thousands of 
bottles to get exactly what you wanted,” says Nick 
Radclyffe, Managing Director of Foxdenton Estate, 
which produces an award-winning London dry gin 
and a selection of gin-based liqueurs.

“Recently, new factories have opened, aimed at 
the bespoke bottle, and sometimes this means you 
only need to have one half of a mould designed as 
you can use a standard bottle with the design on 

Left, the coveted 
Nureyev Trolley 
by Soane Britain, 
the interiors 
brand favoured by 
Carrie Johnson. 
Below, the artistry 
of Del Professore’s 
Italian vermouth
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one side only,” Nick explains. 
“Bottles are even being engraved, 
and when it comes to stoppers 
the variations seem endless.”

I like the way Foxdenton’s gin 
(right) gives some history of the 
company on the bottle (founded 
in 1935 by Nick’s grandfather, 
Major Charles Radclyffe, “a man 
of unusual passions who was 
tattooed with the entire family 
coat of arms on his chest”) – 
along with government-required 
information about recommended 
daily alcohol units for men and 
women, ingredients and 
nutritional data.

It’s all getting a little crowded 
on a 70cl bottle. Hence the need 
for succinct messaging. A good 
case in point is a new, aged rum 
product called John Paul Jones 
(far right), in tribute to the 
distinguished naval commander 
who emigrated to the United 
States in 1775 and became the 
scourge of the British Navy.

“The jacket on the front of the 
bottle is a mock-up of the tunic 
worn by the American Navy, 
which John Paul Jones founded,” 
says Finnian Gill, one of the 
directors of the company.

Finnian says the jacket seeks to 
“evoke the feeling in consumers 
that they themselves can harness 
some of his adventurous spirit 
and courage”.

With this in mind, the back 
label includes a quote from the 
great man (JPJ, not Finnian, 
although this young man’s time 
may come): “It seems to be a law 
of nature, inflexible and 
inexorable, that those who will 
not risk cannot win.”

My favourite bottle – possibly 
of all time – is Del Professore’s 
vermouth from Piemonte in 
northern Italy (left). Engraved at 
the bottom and with a tall neck, 
this 75cl creation is outrageously 
over the top, with its main label 
dotted with old coins, coat of 
arms and various aristocratic 
trappings. It’s a masterpiece.

If I leave it out on view, anyone 
visiting the house always picks it 
up and makes suitably admiring 
noises as they are transported 

back to 17th-century Milan, when vermouth was the 
most popular of wine-based aperitifs.

But with such a tipple – as with any of the 
ambitiously-designed bottles that are increasingly 
elbowing their way into people’s homes and 
demanding to be seen rather than hidden in a 
cupboard – the taste has to be on a par with the 
creativity. And Foxdenton, John Paul Jones and Del 
Professore do just that. Use the latter to make a 
classic Negroni and I promise you will never drink  
a Martini Rosso ever again. And never wish to look 
at its pedestrian bottle either. 

Left, bespoke 
bottle production 
for Foxdenton gin. 
Right, John Paul 
Jones rum, named 
after a ‘turncoat’ 
18th-century 
British naval 
officer. Below,  
HM the Queen’s 
Royal Collection
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Highland Sports vs Rewilding Scotland: It's a 
spirited battle, reports Damien McCrystal 
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TAKING THE 
WATERS

Ed Cumming slips on his 
deck shoes to cheer for 
the surge in popularity 
of UK sailing holidays

72
NO LYCRA 
NECESSARY 

Harry Mount hops on 
his bike and rides 
through the Army's firing 
range in Pembrokeshire

76
FOOT TO 
THE FLOOR

Adam Hay-Nicholls 
recreates the Riviera 
experience on the
soggy Isle of Wight
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HAPPY BERTH DAYS
Days Out

Avoid the agonies of the airport with a sailing trip on the 
high seas or languid lakes of Britain. Ed Cumming picks 
the best places to float your boat

When travel abroad involves testing, quarantine, 
exorbitant prices and the added stress of such 
about-turns as this summer’s Portugal farrago, 
that leaves our own backyard. Or it would do, 
except there’s not nearly enough room to 

accommodate the nation’s pent-up dreams of sandcastles and 
ice-cream. When it comes to crowds, Devon is like Dhaka. So if we 
don’t want to spend thousands on underwhelming accommodation 
from hoteliers and rental-property owners desperate to make up 
money for lost time, what’s the answer? 

The sea! With so much pressure on land, an increasing number of 
Brits are turning to the UK’s 8,000 miles of coastline for holidays. 
Whether we’re hiring gleaming gin palaces to get sozzled on the 
Solent or sailing ourselves around the Hebrides to look for ospreys, 
the pandemic has led us to rediscover that we are a nation of 
mariners. At sea there’s no shortage of ventilation; social distancing  
is taken as read; and there are no traffic jams. 

“There’s been a two- or three-fold increase in people looking to 
sail in the UK,” says Simon Boulding of Sunsail UK, which operates 
sailing holidays from its base on the Solent. “It’s a considerable 
uplift. Some might normally sail in the UK and they’re adding an 

extra trip, but we’re also getting people who normally sail overseas 
but are looking at sailing in the UK for summer staycations. We’ve 
obviously lost out on a lot of corporate bookings, so it’s great for 
the British tourism industry, and great for sailing companies.” 

The timing was fortuitous for Sunsail, which recently bought  
a new fleet of spacious Jeanneau 401 yachts – single-hulled vessels 
designed to compete with catamarans for comfort. “It’s almost like 
sleeping in a hotel room,” Boulding says. It’s something to bear in 
mind when the weather in Britain is less reliable for a week on the 
water than it might be on the Cõte d’Azur.
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It’s not only our sunny south coast that is 
experiencing a boost, however. In Martham, 
Alison Highton of Oliver’s Sailing Holidays 
reveals that the calm waterways of the Norfolk 

Broads are drawing less adventurous mariners in 
greater numbers than ever before. “Lots of this year’s 
customers would normally have gone abroad,” she 
says. “A couple arrived today who usually go to 
Croatia. They’ve been blown away by the traditional 
Norfolk Broads sailing yacht. We’re hoping more 
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In 2021 the 
number of 
sailing 
holidays in 
the UK 
tripled; left, 
early morning 
at St Aubin’s 
Harbour on 
Jersey in the 
Channel 
Islands; below, 
the quay in 
Poole, Dorset  

70-year-old Gaff Cutter, a characterful vantage point 
from which to scout for whales and dolphins. A 
walking guide will accompany trips to make the most 
of the remote walks accessible by sea. The water can 
be a new way  to see land, too. 

The big question is whether these new sailors 
will permanently boost sailing numbers. 
Boulding says the third area in which he’s 
seen a big uptick is people seeking Royal 

Yachting Association qualifications. “We’ve had  
a huge increase in demand there,” he says. “And 
demand for private family courses has gone through 
the roof. People are booking a whole boat with the 
family and one instructor and using it as an activity-
style staycation but gaining a sailing qualification  
at the same time. People are thinking, ‘If I can’t go 
overseas, I want to do something a bit different  
in the UK and gain a qualification off the back of it.’ 
But in the evenings they’re in a nice marina.” 

There’s nothing quite like messing about in boats, 
except perhaps messing about in boats, safe in the 
knowledge that there is dinner – and a stiff drink –  
on dry land afterwards. 

For more details, visit wildernessscotland.com; 
sunsail.co.uk; and broadssailingholidays.co.uk.
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people will choose to explore these waters rather than 
face the hassle of airports.” 

Scotland’s wild, rugged western coastline has long 
attracted sailors, but Stevie Christie of Wilderness 
Scotland says its sailing holidays were “particularly 
popular” this year. “From the Firth of Clyde, up past 
the Argyll Islands and out into the Minch and Outer 
Hebrides beyond, there is challenging sailing, 
interesting skerries and secluded private anchorages.” 
The company’s guided sailing tours are hosted on a 
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ISLE OF SKYE
The west coast of Scotland has some  
of the UK’s wildest and most ancient 
scenery, with steep rugged hills that fall 
sharply into the sea. Around Skye and the 
other Hebrides there are enough inlets, 
bays and hidden beaches to keep even 
Ellen MacArthur busy for months. Stop 
off at Raasay, where you can sip whisky 
and watch the weather roll in.
.
PWLLHELI
Pronounced “puh-theh-lee”, Pwhllheli  
is one of Wales’ best sailing spots, in easy 
reach of Anglesey and Cardigan Bay. For 
those who want to be based on land, the 
local yacht club organises sessions and 
events for all ages and abilities. 

POOLE
Poole is one of the largest natural 
harbours on earth and a base for every 
sort of boating imaginable. Whether you 
want to potter up the Jurassic Coast or 
admire the millionaires’ beach houses 
down the Solent at Sandbanks, there’s 
something for every level of interest and 
ability at sea and on shore.

NORFOLK BROADS
Head to the channels and inlets of the 
Norfolk Broads for a more stately sail 
than you might on the open sea. While 
the fields slip past over the gunwale, you 
can admire the wildlife – especially the 
abundance of a wide variety of birds.

SALCOMBE  
With its sheer cliffs, hidden coves and 
secret beaches, all within reach of an 
elegant harbour on the south coast – it’s 
easy to see why Salcombe remains one 
of England’s leading sailing destinations.

WINDERMERE
If the sea’s not your thing, how about 
pottering around on England’s biggest 
natural lake? Sailing is the perfect way  
to absorb the Lake District views that 
seduced Wordsworth and Coleridge, 
while avoiding the crowds that can build 
up at peak times. 

ISLE OF WIGHT
Cowes Week, held every year in late 
August, is the oldest and biggest regatta 
on Earth, and the reason Cowes is the 

number-one destination for British sailors. 
If you’d rather dodge all the Pimm’s and 
upturned collars, however, visit at a 
quieter time to make the most of the 
infrastructure and ideal sailing conditions.

NORTHERN IRELAND 
The coast of Northern Ireland is growing 
in popularity with sailors. For calm coastal 
waters, there are Carlingford and 
Strangford Loughs, while further north 
the Causeway Coast has spectacular 
scenery and more challenging conditions. 

FALMOUTH
Falmouth has a deserved and burgeoning 
reputation for being one of the most 
charming towns on the south coast. If you 
can squeeze into Cornwall amid all the 
UK-vacationing masses, it is the perfect 
base for a day or two’s sailing around the 
southwest shoreline. 

CHANNEL ISLANDS
As you would expect from little islands, 
Guernsey and Jersey have well-established 
sailing communities, with sailors heading 
out to France or floating around the 
smaller Channel Islands. Now’s the time 
to visit, before the French kick up a fuss 
over them, too. 

TEN GREAT PLACES TO SAIL AROUND BRITAIN  

From top: 
Windermere, 
the largest 
natural lake  
in the UK; 
Salcombe in 
South Devon; 
the Isle of 
Skye; the Isle 
of Wight
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Days Out WHERE THE 
WILD  
THINGS ARE

Shooting season is underway 
as the battle for the Scottish 
Highlands intensif ies, reports 
Damien McCrystal, with 
politicians favouring rewilding, 
reintroduction of banished 
species, and mass planting of 
trees rather than maintaining 
the moors and the traditional 
Highland sports economy

Head off to the moors 
and mountains while 
you can, for Highland 
fieldsports are under 
threat as never before. 

In these new Highland Clearances, 
however, the targets are grouse, 
deer, and sporting folk, not crofters.

This summer’s most obvious 
crisis was a shortage of grouse. 
Hard frosts when they were laying, 
then sleet and cold rain when they 
were hatching, decimated numbers. 
Many estates are resigned to losing 
this entire season. (Although some 
late-hatchers could boost numbers 
for a few decent autumn shoots.)

Grouse numbers have suffered 
from bad weather in the past and, 
while it is very hard for those who 
rely on income from the shoots, 
they do recover and life goes on. 

Far more worrying is the deal 
announced in August between  
the Scottish National Party and the 
Scottish Greens. Their coalition 
gives the SNP an absolute majority 
and a very strong hand in the push 
for independence. In return, the 

Greens are understood to have been 
given a free hand in attacking 
fieldsports. With the SNP, they will 
be mostly pushing against an open 
door. Grouse moors, stalking 
estates, and fishing beats have long 
been in the SNP’s sights, but largely 
because these are perceived as rich 
people’s pursuits rather than for 
any concern about the animals.

The SNP-Greens also share a 
passion for rewilding Scotland, and 
want to reintroduce long-banished, 
disruptive species such as beaver 
while allowing vermin to flourish. 
But the grander project is to carpet 
the country in trees for carbon 
capture – another excuse to ban all 
forms of moor management. 

Environmental concerns are also 
cited as the reason for banning all 
forms of angling (or “fishing”, as it 
used to be known until everyone 
agreed to release their catch). 

The Scottish Gamekeepers 
Association estimate these actions 
will destroy the Highlands’ sports, 
and with them 13,100 jobs and 
£350m of annual income. 
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What’s less well known is that 
the Greens want most deer in 
Scotland culled. Convinced by the 
unproven claim that more trees will 
help prevent climate change, they 
believe that they can save the world 
by covering Scotland in woodland. 
Rewilding, however, means having 
no fences. This means that the deer 
will wander into new plantations 
looking for food and shelter, which 
results in young trees being fatally 
damaged. The Greens’ answer, I 
have it on good authority, is to have 
them shot, at taxpayers’ expense.

This isn’t even an original idea. 
The SNP has been operating a 
stealthy version of the same policy 
for years. The Forestry Commission 
does not bother to mend its fences, 
allowing the deer to wander in and 
be shot by paid cullers – again, at 
taxpayers’ expense – using night-
vision technology and other 
unsporting techniques. (A situation 
made far worse by corporations 
cynically planting trees in vast 
quantity to obtain carbon credits.)

This exact experiment was tried 
in Scandinavia years ago, with the 
horrifying result of virtually wiping 
out its deer and moose populations, 
which then had to be reintroduced 
and given legal protection. None of 
it was necessary, but the SNP and 
Greens are not remotely interested 
in learning from Scandinavia. 

This perfect storm of misguided 
eco-concern and perhaps spite from 
the SNP-Greens is also driving 
them to demand an end to grouse 
shooting. They have learned that 
peatlands are the UK’s largest 
carbon store, and those modified by 
humans tend to release carbon and 
account for 4% of the UK’s green-
house gas emissions. Yet, as the 
Game & Wildlife Conservancy Trust 
– the UK’s leading authority on 
environmental research on field 
sports – points out, over 90% of 
these emissions come from lowland 
peatland. High peatlands – grouse 
moors – store between 11-35% of 
England’s total peatland carbon but 
emit just 1-5%. “Managed heather-
burning releases a small amount of 
carbon, but carbon is then taken up 
with regrowth, and the reduction in 
fuel available means that it may 

reduce the risk of more damaging 
wildfires,” the Trust says. The 
Scottish Fire and Rescue Service, 
which sees the cause and effect of 
wildfires at first hand, agrees.

The SNP-Greens also want 
vermin to roam unchecked over the 
moors, despite their predation of 
grouse eggs and chicks and other 
protected species. It has been 
consistently shown that moors 
managed for grouse also encourage 
endangered species such as golden 
plover, lapwing, curlew, and black 
grouse, as well as raptors such as 
hawks, falcons, owls, hen harriers, 
and even eagles. Predation by 
threatened raptors is tolerated 
except in a few well-publicised 
cases. But mammal vermin – like 
foxes, rats and weasels – are most 
certainly controlled because of 
their appetites and the possibility 

of their transmitting strongyloides 
(threadworm), lethal to grouse on  
a grand scale. Yet the vermin 
should stay! Gamekeepers “talk of 
songbirds and waders as if they are 
more valuable than other creatures 
who share the same habitat,” say 
the indignant stoat-huggers at 
Animal Aid (who add without 
irony that heather beetles should be 
controlled), echoing the SNP Greens.

What is a viable alternative  
use for the grouse moors? Moorland 
isn’t good for much. Income is 
mostly from game management, 
livestock grazing, commercial 
forestry, and renewable energy 
generation. Grouse pay the bills. 
Sheep don’t. Forestry and 
renewable energy require huge 
subsidy. Whatever the SNP-Greens 
decide, you can bet the taxpayer 
will have to cover the great cost. 

The SNP’s lead adviser on all things environmental, 
the highly politicised public body NatureScot, 
approved the illegal reintroduction and then 
protection of beavers. This has distressed farmers 
and fishermen, who were not consulted. Beaver 
dams damage water flows and upset salmon and 
trout migration and therefore breeding habits.

As to salmon, for years fishermen in Scotland 
have been forced to return their catch to the water. 
How long can this remain an interesting sport? 

Bringing back species is often not as good as it 
sounds: Sea eagles now take 20% of newborn lambs 

in some Scottish areas but they are fiercely 
protected by law (as are ravens, despite their 
voracious appetite for eggs and chicks). Plans by 
Scandinavian billionaires to introduce wolves and 
encourage more wildcats in their vast new Highland 
forests have farmers, stalkers, shooters, and rural 
communities howling, “We’re doomed!”

The next big challenge to 
fieldsports may be the widespread 
introduction of steel shot. Shooting 
grounds are staging “familiarisation days” and 
we’re assured the science is continually 
improving. But anyone with a pair of vintage guns is 
wondering if they’ll be obsolete – and valueless.

NATURE AND NURTURE

From left: 
Labradors 
with 
ring-necked 
pheasant;  
the white-
tailed eagle, 
reintroduced 
to Scotland  
as part of a 
rewilding 
programme, 
despite 
farmers’ fears 
they will steal 
lambs; inset, 
endangered 
species, such 
as curlew, are 
attracted to 
grouse moors 
but rewilding 
vermin is a 
danger to 
them
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Above: 
Harry Mount 
and his trusty 
steed at the 
British Army’s 
live-fire 
Castlemartin 
Range Trail on 
the Welsh 
border 
Below: Stack 
Rocks, on the 
cycle path, is 
a popular 
nesting site 
for guillemots 
(inset)

BIKE THE BATTLEFIELD

Days Out

Reliving many a boy’s soldier fantasies, Harry Mount takes 
his trusty two-wheeler back in time to World War II

Ahead of me, British tanks rumble through smashed 
hedgerows, firing shells out to sea. The horizon is 
dotted with the shattered hulks of German tanks that 
have been blasted to bits by small-arms fire. Machine-
guns rat-a-tat-tat to my right. The road beyond has a 

sign in German: Fur Lastkraftwagen Verboten (“Trucks forbidden”). 
And my only means of escape is a flimsy old bicycle. 

No, this isn’t Germany in 1945, but Wales in 2021. I’m on a ridge, 
above the Castlemartin Training Area in Pembrokeshire – Britain’s 
most important live-firing range for armoured fighting vehicles.

In 1938, 6,000 acres of Earl Cawdor’s estate – as in Macbeth, 
Thane of Cawdor, who also had a Welsh estate – were taken over  
by the Army in the build-up to the war. But from 1961 to 1996, it 
was the German Army that came here for tank-firing and gunnery 
exercises (of which more below). They don’t come anymore, but 
their relics remain – like that German road sign and the church of  
St Mary’s, Warren, on the edge of the range. A monument to Anglo-
German friendship, the church has a Union Jack, a German flag, and 
a Welsh dragon flying over the nave. The organ, originally owned by 
Felix Mendelssohn, was repaired by Krauss-Maffei Wegmann, the 
Munich defence company that built the Germans’ Leopard 2 tank. 
Three times – in 1988, 2003 and 2009 – the German and British 
Armies united to renovate the nave, tower and spire of St Mary’s. 

Ever since I was a little boy, I’ve biked the Castlemartin Range 
Trail along the cliffs, part of the Wales Coast Path, thrilled by the 
remnants of military battles on all sides. My family has had a 
holiday cottage just outside the firing range since the early 1980s. 
Hooked on Commando Comics, I would gaze out of my window, 
transfixed, at the pink arc of tracer bullets curving over the range. 

Then, as now, we played tennis to the 
sound of robins, blackbirds, and the 
whine of tank engines, which strain like 
a car going 30 mph in first gear.

Over the years, I’ve found four-inch-
long bullets scattered on the ground 
and peeked inside those shattered tanks 
– British Chieftains and German 
Leopards used as hard targets, their 
armour perforated like Swiss cheese by 
machine-guns. To my utter delight, I 
once discovered a tank whose turret had 
been ripped clean off but whose body 
was intact, its Union Jack on the back  
as new as the day as it was painted.

The range can be dangerous – not for 
civilians, but for soldiers on exercise. 
Over the 80-plus years the Army has 
been training here, there have been the 
sad fatalities that come from mass 
exercises with live ammunition. Only 
this March, Sergeant Gavin Hillier of 
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From top 
left: A tank 
used as target 
practice; local 
farmers were 
forcibly 
evicted from 
their homes 
in 1938 to 
make way for 
the firing 
range; used 
munition dots 
the path; 
from left, Col. 
A Kraus, 
Brigadier CJ 
Beckett, and 
Lt. Col. Karl 
Von Kleist, 
Commanding 
Officer of the 
84th Panzer 
Battalion, at 
Caslemartin 
in 1961
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We played tennis 
to the sound of 
robins, blackbirds, 
and the whine of 
tank engines

the 1st Battalion Welsh Guards was 
killed during a live-fire training exercise 
at Castlemartin – the fourth member of 
the military to lose his life at the range 
since 2012. In 2017, two soldiers died 
in a tank explosion, which a coroner 
ruled was due to a design flaw. And an 
army captain was jailed in July 2018 
after a 21-year-old soldier was killed by 
a stray bullet during a 2012 exercise.

Please don’t let this stop you coming 
– we can only visit when there’s no 
firing. I’ve always felt safe the hundreds 
of times I’ve biked the three miles from 
Stack Rocks (a nesting site for guillemots 
50 metres out to sea) to St Govan’s 
Chapel – a tiny, 13th-century gem 
squeezed into a cleft in the rocks. 

The German Army came to 
Castlemartin in 1961 as part of a 
NATO deal. The British Army of 

the Rhine trained in Germany, so the 
Germans, forbidden from fighting after 
the war, came to train in Wales. They 
left in 1996, once German Reunification 
and the end of the Cold War opened 
East German territory for training. 
Despite their leaving, the range is busier 
than ever these days; not just with 
Challenger 2 tanks but with Warrior 
Infantry Fighting Vehicles, armoured 
fighting vehicles, and reconnaissance 

vehicles. The range is also used by helicopters, jets and amphibious 
craft – the ‘danger area’ for firing stretches ten miles out to sea. In 
recent years, the range has been used for British Army training for 
overseas conflicts, complete with a fake Afghan village. This year, 
the Rifles and the King’s Royal Hussars have been on exercise here. 

But you don’t have to be a war nut or cyclist to enjoy the coast 
path. There are six miles of tracks for walking. And, because the 
range hasn’t been intensively farmed for 80 years, it hums with 
untamed flora and fauna. In May and June, the cliffs turn pink and 
blue with thrift and squills. Guillemots, razorbills and choughs 
wheel overhead during the spring and summer nesting season. This 
semi-wild landscape is unique. Cows and sheep still graze here, but 
hedgerows are left to their own devices. Some have lost their hedges, 
leaving behind eroded grass banks; others have turned into long, 
straight woods as the trees in the hedges, flattened when cultivated, 
now burst free, upwards and sideways. The farmhouses on the range 
are now controlled ruins, their owners forcibly evicted in 1938.

The two summers between and after lockdowns were the busiest 
I’ve ever seen. Tourists park all the way down both verges at the  
St Govan’s Head carpark. At Freshwater West beach carpark in May, 
I saw a fight (only verbal) over a parking space for the first time.

Yet my daily morning bike ride over the range remains quite 
empty. High up on the flat limestone cliffs, you’re 80 feet above the 
beaches where all the holidaymakers want to go. I often pedal back 
and forth, alone, over the same stretch of path – two strips of stone 
chips either side of the grass, nibbled to a green velvet by rabbits 
and sheep. When I ride back, I often see my original tyre track in the 
dew, with no sign of another being passing by in the past half-hour. 

How I feel for the farmers and their families who lost their homes 
80 years ago. I feel selfish to adore this corner of Britain, made 
miraculously semi-wild and semi-deserted by the horrors of war. 
See the ‘Cycle Pembrokeshire’ page at pembrokeshire.gov.uk for the 
route and check the firing notices on gov.uk before your trip. 
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Boisdale’s Literary Correspondent, Alexander Larman, shares  
his selection of autumn’s most unputdownable reads

Books

COVER STORIES

Here are four of the season’s truly essential books, to be enjoyed  
in situ or in transit; poolside or bedside; in lockdown or in 
recovery from out-on-the-town. Whether you prefer revelatory 

biography or laugh-out loud memoir, all minds will be entertained.

THE RED PRINCE: JOHN OF GAUNT, DUKE OF LANCASTER 
Helen Carr (Oneworld, £20)
Medieval history has often had a reputation of 
being very masculine, bloodthirsty writing, full  
of clanking swords and battles but low on 
psychological acuity or charm. This is something 
of a cliché, but Helen Carr’s spellbinding and 
richly researched debut biography, already singled 
out by The Times as one of the best books of the 
year, looks at one of the major medieval figures  
in Britain with a fresh and appealing perspective. 
John of Gaunt may be remembered by anyone who 
has seen Shakespeare’s Richard II as delivering the 
famous “This sceptred isle” speech, but he was 
also a powerbroker, son of Edward III, father  
of Henry IV and a hugely influential and vigorous 

man. Amongst other achievements, he campaigned in the House of Lords 
for the first translation of the Bible in English. Carr tells his story with 
conviction and fascinatingly rich detail, and it is little wonder that 
historian Dan Jones – a writer who has done more than most to make 
medieval history popular and accessible – has praised her as “one of  
the most exciting new voices in narrative history”. 

DID YE HEAR MAMMY DIED?
Séamas O’Reilly (Fleet, £16.99)
Author Séamas O’Reilly came to prominence courtesy of a Twitter thread 
in which he detailed how, due to a mistake in his calendar, he ended up 
high on ketamine in a room with the President of Ireland. It was hilarious, 
constantly surprising and strangely evocative of a time and a place. This 
fuelled O’Reilly’s successful journalistic career, and now he has published 
his wonderfully readable memoir of life in 
Nineties Ireland. He grew up alongside ten 
brothers and sisters in a bungalow in Derry. After 
his mother died, his father Joe found himself 
rising to the challenge of raising a family solo, 
aided and abetted by some of the many 
characterful friends, neighbours and relatives 
keen to ‘do their bit’, even as the echoes of the 
Troubles meant that home life might be 
interrupted by such unexpected additions as an 
IRA bomb disturbing the three-year-old O’Reilly. 
About as far from the usual Irish-set misery 
memoirs as you can imagine, this will be aptly 
regarded as one of the best books of the year. 

ETHEL 
ROSENBERG:  
A COLD WAR 
TRAGEDY 
Anne Sebba 
(Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, £20)

“It was a queer, sultry 
summer, the summer 
they electrocuted the 
Rosenbergs.” So Sylvia 
Plath’s novel, The Bell Jar, begins. Yet 
surprisingly little is known about Ethel 
Rosenberg, who remains the first woman 
in America to have been executed for a 
crime other than murder. The Rosenbergs 
were convicted of espionage, but Anne 
Sebba’s masterly new biography makes  
a convincing case that Ethel was the 
wrongful victim of FBI Director J Edgar 
Hoover’s hysterical ‘Reds under the bed’ 
witch-hunt and that her death, at 37, 
made her a martyr. Amid the hugely 
merited praise, Hadley Freeman calls it 

“heart-piercingly brilliant” and Simon 
Sebag Montefiore, “a brilliant, fresh take”. 

SHOOTING 
MARTHA
David Thewlis 
(Weidenfeld & 
Nicolson, £14.99)
David Thewlis may be 
best known as ‘that 
actor’ from Harry 
Potter and Wonder 
Woman, but his first 
novel, The Late Hector 
Kipling (2007), showed 
he had a real talent for prose. He returns 
with this excellent second book, described 
as a cross between the novels of Jonathan 
Coe and Hitchcock’s Vertigo. It revolves 
around an industry that Thewlis knows 
all too well – the movies – and focuses on 
the A-list director Jack Drake, who finds 
himself unable to complete his latest 
picture unless he can hire an actress to 
‘become’ his late wife. But as any Svengali 
or Pygmalion knows, taking on someone 
else’s identity is a process fraught with 
risk, especially if you disappear in the 
process. Admirers of Thewlis’s screen 
work will enjoy all the allusions to and 
in-jokes about the world of film, while 
book lovers will be fascinated by a great 
tale told extraordinarily well. 
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to the Riviera was against UK and 
French travel advice. Sticking things up 
your nose in a Ferrari – be it a PCR test 
or worse – may be de rigueur in Miami, 
but not in the Port of Dover car park. I 
would need to stay in Britain, but 
where could I see palm trees and 
yachts? Of course! The Isle of Wight.

It may not compare with the cost of 
the heli-transfer from Nice to Monaco, 
but the Wightlink Ferry (from £120 
return) is the world’s most expensive 
crossing by distance (14 miles), so roll 
that in your cigar and smoke it, 
Santorini. As you may have surmised, 
the weather was biblical from Slough  
to Portsmouth but, on arriving at the 
island’s Fishbourne terminus, the sky 
faded from tungsten to an acceptable 
shade of eggshell and I deployed the 
£165,000 Portofino’s retractable hard 
top, which goes down in 14 seconds. 

Hypercars

VROOM SERVICE, CHANNEL STYLE
When travel restrictions briefly eased, Adam Hay-Nicholls got creative  
to experience La Dolce Vita in lockdown with a convertible Ferrari 

Ferrari Portofino. The name 
alone suggests a timelessly 
fashionable getaway; a merry 
jumble of romantic villas, 
fishermen’s cottages, and 

cheery cafés in ice-cream shades, set 
around a half-moon harbour crammed 
with Benettis, Riva Aquaramas, and 
lithe, tanned guests sipping aperitivos. 
The scene is scored by Matt Monro, as  
a V8, crafted in the Ferrari heartlands of 
Maranello, echoes off the cliffs that skirt 
the Med. Unfortunately, I was handed 
the keys to this exotic convertible 
between lockdowns, and not the sunny 
part. It was October; a really bad week 
in October. And I wasn’t in Italy.

Ferrari UK is based in an industrial 
unit in Slough, a world away from the 
split-screen scenes in The Persuaders. 
Where could I get my Tony Curtis on? 
Taking the Channel Tunnel and driving 

The 3.9 litre Ferrari Portofino 
V8 does 0-62 in 3.5 seconds, 
even on the Isle of  Wight’s 
wet and windy roads
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Supercars of yore: 
A 1938 Rolls-Royce 
Wraith awaits its owner 
at the popular Bugle 
Coaching Inn in 
Yarmouth harbour

I decided to take the long route to my Yarmouth hotel, 
turning left out of the ferry rather than starboard and 
driving the coastal roads clockwise. This route, known as 

the Military Road, is a section of the A3055 on the island’s 
south-west coast, stretching from Chale in the east to 
Freshwater Bay in the west. If you turn 90 degrees to your left 
and have super-powerful binoculars, you could have an 
uninterrupted view to the Azores. The Military Road is 
straight-ish, with some wiggles that thrill thanks to the 
Portofino’s flawless handling, and rolling humps and dips 
where the clever suspension clings on. With little traffic, 
good visibility and, for the moment, dry asphalt, one could 
put the 592bhp down with confidence, accelerating from 
0-62mph in 3.5 seconds. The twin-turbocharged 3.9-litre V8 
is an engineering masterpiece and, if you want to enjoy Her 
Majesty’s Pleasure, will hit 199mph. 

Different dynamic settings can be chosen from the 
‘manettino dial’ – a rotary switch applied for different 
conditions – wet and icy roads, ‘Comfort’ for cruising, and 
‘Sport’, which is obviously where you want to be most of the 
time, getting the revs so the wheel-mounted LEDs flash 
beyond red to blue and the car makes the most fabulous, 
ferocious noises – something that will be extinguished from 
dealer forecourts by the time the decade’s out. What does this 
mean for Ferrari? I don’t want to think about it. 

My accommodation in Yarmouth was The George (from 
£170-a-night), a 17th-century townhouse nestled on the 
water’s edge between the pier and a castle. It was once home 
to the island’s governor, Admiral Sir Robert Holmes, and 
hosted Charles II on several occasions. It’s now owned by 
Howard Spooner, 51, the supercar-racing London nightclub 
impresario who runs in the circles of the younger royals. He 
has overseen an extensive refurbishment, which includes a 
new Italian-inspired beachfront garden with olive trees and  
a driftwood-clad beach bar that’s become a Solent hotspot. 
When it’s not bucketing down, that is. Sadly, my visit 
prompted the heavens to open. Then, another guest arrived 
in a 1938 Rolls-Royce Wraith to steal my thunder. 

The George was recommended by an America’s Cup 
yachtsman who identified it as a splendid place to tie 
up one’s dinghy and enjoy an afternoon, as is The Hut, 

in Colwell Bay, which I’d seen on many friends’ Instagrams. 
It’s Britain’s answer to St Tropez, they promised. I gather The 
Hut sold more magnums of Whispering Angel in summer 
2019 than any other venue in the UK. But on my visit, there 
was such a violent gale that its floating pontoon broke apart 
and crashed violently onto the concrete esplanade. I’d been 
expecting young people in resort wear to be hopping off 
speedboats, sunglasses and rosé in hand. This was more like 
what they discuss in Cobra to prompt the PM to appear in 
waders with a mop. I did at least eat well at The Hut – pork 
belly with diver-caught scallops – and top marks to The 
George’s oysters, steak tartare and roast monkfish.  

It was too wet to really enjoy the Ferrari so, because I’m  
a masochist, I decided to learn how to skipper an RIB (rigid 
inflatable boat). The Royal Yachting Association’s Powerboat 
Level 2 qualification enables you to take charge of a motor 
vessel up to 10 metres long, and the course takes just two 
days and £200 (rya.org.uk). After studying the tides and 

mastering latitudes and longitudes, you 
learn some knots. Soon I was lassoing 
cleats and bollards like a nautical 
cowboy. On the second day, I was 
allowed to let rip in my 100bhp Honda 
VTEC-powered Highfield HX6 patrol 
boat, which looked very commando. 
The sun did appear, but the dramatic 
waves remained and I must have 
showed up on the Flight Tracker app as 
I smashed across the Solent at 25 knots. 

I also did the RYA’s radio course, 
which requires some reading. My main 
takeaway was that if lives are in danger, 
you broadcast “Mayday”. If the ice in 
your beer cooler has melted, it’s “Pan, 
pan”, like the French “panne, panne”, 
as in “it’s buggered”. Surprisingly, while 
it’s illegal to drink when in charge of a 
commercial vessel, recreational boating 
in the UK is exempt from alcohol laws, 
making RIB runs to the Isle of Wight a 
popular booze cruise. Just be sensible 
before you try to play chicken with an 
oil tanker on your way back from the 
Fisherman’s Arms. Or you can do as I 
did: get a certificate, have a celebratory 
pint in a Cowes pub, then sign up 
online to the Royal Naval Reserve. My 
thinking was, I like boats, and how 
better to spend more time on them 
when all my press trips to the Côte 
d’Azur have been cancelled? 

This summer an upgraded Ferrari hit 
the road: the Portofino M, or modificata. 
It’s slightly more powerful (+20bhp) 
than the car I drove, and comes with 
‘Race’ mode on the manettino. In the 
UK the Ferrari launch was in a suitably 
glamorous location: Swindon. It falls to 
me to read the last rites to extravagant 
international press junkets. Oh Lord, 
how I pray for their resurrection. 
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FOR TICKETS AND FULL NIGHTLY LISTINGS, VISIT BOISDALE .CO.UK

KT TUNSTALL 
A NIGHT OF ENERGY, PASSION AND CHARISMA
15 October
Boisdale of Canary Wharf
The Grammy-nominated Scottish rock and folk singer, whose 
records – including the five-times-Platinum Eye to the Telescope 
– have sold millions of copies all over the world, will perform 
one night of heart-on-the-sleeve hits. 

KENNY THOMAS
R&B NEVER FELT SO GOOD
18 November
Boisdale of Canary Wharf 
A Platinum-selling soul and R&B singer, the Brit Award nominee 
Kenny Thomas has a 24-carat music pedigree. At Boisdale he 
will reprise his classic hits and showcase exciting new material.

MICA PARIS
A GLOBAL SENSATION 
19 November 
& 27 January  
Boisdale of Canary Wharf
The much-loved and 
acclaimed Platinum-selling 
singer from North London, 
who has been compared to 
Chaka Khan, will play two 
energy-packed evenings of 
soul, R&B, and jazz. 
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THE WAILERS 
THE MUSIC OF BOB MARLEY AND 
BUNNY WAILER
29 & 30 October
Boisdale of Canary Wharf 
Lose yourself in the drums, bass lines and evocative 
lyrics from the golden age of reggae, as the 
legendary Wailers reprise their much-loved 
monster hits, saturated in the spirit of Jamaica. 

MF ROBOTS 
AN EXPLOSION OF FUNK
26 November
Boisdale of Canary Wharf
Describing themselves as an ensemble that 
“effortlessly dismantle the barriers between R&B, 
soul, funk, disco, and jazz sounds”, MF Robots will 
unleash their energy for an evening of throbbing 
bass lines and belting vocals. 

THE BRITISH COLLECTIVE 
A QUARTET OF SOUL LEGENDS
21 October
Boisdale of Canary Wharf 
A superstar ensemble of gilt-edged, blue-chip vocalists, 
Junior Giscombe, Noel McKoy, Don-E, and Omar will 
host a night of hot grooves and silky soul sounds in the 
tradition of the great Tamla Motown groups.

VANESSA 
HAYNES
A JAZZ FUNK ICON, 
FOR ONE NIGHT ONLY
5 November 
Boisdale of Canary Wharf
Vanessa Haynes – former 
Incognito vocalist, pianist and 
funk sensation with one of 
the finest voices on the 
British soul scene – will host 
an evening of energy, passion 
and verve to remember. 
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IDRIS ELBA
22 November 
Boisdale of 
Canary Wharf 
A gala dinner and 
wine tasting with 
actor-turned- 
winemaker Idris Elba, 
who introduces his 
Porte Noir Organic 
Rosé and Porte 
Noir Champagne, 
which he pairs with 
a favourite 
musician, reggae 
legend Luciano Jah 
Messenger.  

VINA CARMEN 
CIGAR AWARDS 
6 December
Boisdale of Canary Wharf 
Host ed by Tom Park er Bowles, the 
world’s most prestigious Cigar 
Awards event outside Havana 
brings togeth er cig ar afi ciona dos 
and celebri ty cig ar smok ers from 
across the globe to celebrate 
cigars, producers, writers, and 
smokers. Previous 
winners, nominees, and 
guests have included 
Simon Le Bon, Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, the 
late Baroness 
Trumpington, the 
late Burt Reynolds, 
Jonathan Ross, 
Kelsey Grammer, 
Andrew Neil, 
Charlie Sheen, James 
Cosmo, Chris Noth, 
Jeremy Irons, and 
Dolph Lundgren. 
Join us to discover 
who will win The 
Cigar Smoker of the 
Year 2021.

BONEY M 
THE GODS OF 1970S DISCO AND POP 
27 & 28 October & 21 January
Boisdale Canary Wharf
The greatest disco supergroup ever, featuring 
founding member Maizie Williams, returns for 
three evenings of explosive and pulsating dance-
floor favourites. Expect hit after chart-topping hit 
from the decade of dance.

THE REAL THING
BRITISH SOUL ARISTOCRACY
10 & 11 November 
Boisdale of Canary Wharf
The face of British black music in the Seventies, the Real Thing – still 
grooving five decades later – will unleash their magic to transport us 
back to a golden age of soul. 
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Since 2007, The Jam’s original guitarist, Bruce Foxton, 
and Russell Hastings on vocals, have performed 125 
shows a year as From The Jam, taking glorious tracks 
such as ‘The Eton Rifles’, ‘Town Called Malice’ and ‘In 
The City’ all over the world for legions of fans

How will your 2022 Boisdale gig 
differ from your usual concerts?
Bruce Foxton: There’s been a lot of 
apprehension after the lockdowns 
but it’s going to be more intimate 
and fun. We interact with the 
audience. We get requests. People 
bounce up and down in the aisles.
Russell Hastings: Intimate is a 
word with added meaning now. It’s 
going to be quite emotional after a 
year and a half of bad news. But if 
it’s anything like how we felt when 
we got back into the studio, when it 
all just clicked, then I’m sure we’ll 
have two great nights.

How do you choose the songs to 
play for an acoustic set? 
BF: The jelly will definitely wobble 
on the plate a bit! But the beauty of 
The Jam catalogue is that whatever 
you do with it, it sounds great.
RH: We strip them all right back. 
It’s funny; the brain fills in the gaps 
so by the end of the night no one 
really notices that there wasn’t a 
full band. It’s great for us – we hear 
our vocals clearly, we hear the 
instruments clearly, and we can 
interact with the audience.
BF: Even though they have to shout 
a bit louder these days!

The Jam captured the frustration of 
the era. Is the band relevant today? 
RH: The late Seventies were, for 
me, council houses and Ford 
Cortinas, like in The Jam’s song, 
‘Saturday’s Kids’. It was the 
beginning of Thatcherism, a very 
politically significant time in 
British history. The Jam is still, if 
not more, relevant today and it’s 
really great that we get young 
crowds at our gigs.

At the time, were you aware that 
you were making music history?
BF: Musically things had become 
stale and we wanted to shake it up. 
It was an exciting time to be 
contributing to what is a defined 
chapter in rock ’n’ roll history.

Russell, when was the moment you 
fell in love with The Jam?
RH: I was a big Beatles fan. In 1969, 
my mum bought me ‘Ob-La-Di 
Ob-La-Da’. That was a real moment, 
but when my brother brought home 
[the Sex Pistols’] Never Mind the 
Bollocks, I really lit up. I then 
heard In The City and that was that. 
I also bought [The Jam’s second 
album] This is the Modern World, 
which has some brilliantly written 
tracks like ‘Life From a Window’.

What’s happening in the studio?
RH: We’re recording a new album, 
The Butterfly Effect by Foxton and 
Hastings. It’s not a nod to The Jam’s 
‘Butterfly Collector’ but refers to 
how we are affected by seemingly 
unrelated, simultaneous events. 
Back in the day, Bruce went to see 
Wilko Johnson in Guildford and 
Paul [Weller] went to see the Sex 
Pistols at the Lyceum and out of 
those two events came In the City.

What are you listening to now? 
RH: I’m listening to Abbey Road in 
the car, and Talk Talk, Ry Cooder, 
and Wilko Johnson.  
BF: I listen to a lot of BBC Radio 2.
RH: He’s good at the pop quiz. 
BF: I am actually!

You’re on death row. What’s your 
last meal and drink?
RH: Something with a hacksaw in it. 
BF: And a getaway car!!!

From The Jam play Boisdale of 
Canary Wharf in early 2022 to 
celebrate the release of their new 
album, The Butterfly Effect. Reserve 
your spot at BoisdaleTickets.co.uk

THE LOWDOWN

FROM THE JAM 

Bruce Foxton, left, 
and Russell Hastings
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