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Real stories_
beautifully told.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thank you.

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

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

Name:

Address

Postcode:

Telephone no. Email:

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

Please contact me about making a standing order 

Please debit my credit / debit card with the above amount  

Card Number:

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

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

Please sign here:

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

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

TRUST

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

Antony Gormley’s Angel of the 
North, his figures on Crosby 
beach and his then newly installed 
displays in Edinburgh and Austria 
are some of the world’s best 
known works of public art. In 
the magazine 10 years ago this 
week the artist told us about 
the concepts of space and time 
that inspire him while we also 
considered the function of the 
changing murals of Northern 
Ireland. Meanwhile we headed into 
the forensic path lab with Dr Nat 
Cary who worked on posthumous 
justice for many, including the 
victims of Hillsborough   

ABOUT US

Big Issue North is a business 
solution to a social problem. 
Vendors buy this magazine for 
£1.50 and sell it for £3, keeping 
the profit they make. Vendors 
also receive support from our 
Trust charity (visit justgiving.com/
bigissuenorth to donate).

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

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

MANCHESTER
0161 831 5550 

LIVERPOOL 
0151 294 3013 

LEEDS 
0113 243 9027 

SHEFFIELD 
0114 263 6064

COLIN, MANCHESTER CITY CENTRE

How’s it going?*
I’ve been back since Friday because I was 
shielding until the end of July. I’ve done a 
few days of selling but it’s all changed since 
the virus – it’s knocked everything on the 
head. Things are really quiet in Manchester. 
It’s awful, really awful. I’m still on my 
pitches at the top of Oxford Road near the old 
Cornerhouse and outside the cinema Home,  
but that’s still shut until 4 September – which 
is my birthday. 

Do you feel safe on your pitch?
Yeah, I was shielding because I’ve got asthma, 
but I feel safe. If I don’t want to work, I 
wouldn’t work, you know? I just keep going. 

How did you cope financially during 
lockdown?
Big Issue North helped me out with hardship 
payments and I was getting food parcels, but it 
was only rice and pasta, the odd pie in there. 
That stopped at the end of July because the 
scheme ended. They say it will come back if I 
have to start shielding again. I’m in arrears with 
my rent now. Because I have two bedrooms, I 
have to pay an extra £15 a week myself. Plus 
there’s electric and things like that. It all adds 
up. I just need to make some money now.

What was it like being housebound for  
so long? 
It was really hard, especially just not being 
able to go out at all. I tried keeping myself busy 
around the house. I did a bit of painting in the 
hallway, though I’ve not finished it yet. I sort 
of gave up halfway through. And I’ve started 
growing apple trees. I was given some apples, 
but I can’t eat them because of my teeth. But 
what I thought was, I’d take the seeds out, 
plant them in tubs and see if they grow. I live 
in a block of flats and I’ve got big double glazed 

windows so it’s like a greenhouse and now 
I’ve got about 15 apple trees starting to grow 
indoors. 

Are you tempted to grow more things?
Yes, where I live they have an allotment 
outside and they have let me use of their big 
tubs. I’ve got a few more trees growing in 
them. I’ll put the trees in bigger tubs when I 
need to and then I can plant some of them out. 
And once the apple trees come out of the tubs 
outside I can start growing veg. I used to do a 
lot of gardening in the past so it’s good to be 
doing it again. 

What else did you do to cope?
I put a notice on my kitchen cupboard, ticking 
off the days. When it got down to the 31 July 
I was like: “Yes! Last day!” I wasn’t sleeping 
much. Waking up early in the morning, getting 
a cup of coffee and going back to bed and 
thinking: “What am I going to do today?” While 
I was shielding, I kept in contact with one of 
the staff members from Home because he was 
shielding as well as he’s also got asthma. 

What do you think the future holds?
They are talking about there being a second 
wave and stuff like that and I know some 
people are saying that people who were 
shielding should be doing so again in 
Manchester. But I don’t want to do that  
again – it would do my head in. But if it 
happens, it happens. I got myself in a routine 
while I was doing it, so I’d just get back to 
doing that routine again. 

Do you have a message for your customers?
I’m sorry I’ve not been around but I’m back 
now so please, please come and see me.

INTERVIEW: CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN

‘Things are really quiet in Manchester. It’s awful, really awful’

FROM 10 YEARS AGO

£1 of cover price goes to the vendor.
Please buy from badged vendors only.WORKING NOT BEGGING · NO.836 · 9-15 AUGUST 2010 · £2.00

What is public art for?
From Antony Gormley to Belfast’s new murals

Pathologist Nat Cary and
the Ian Tomlinson death

Kris Kristofferson’s letter 
to his younger self

Chef Andrew Nutter brings
some flavour to Rochdale

BITN 836_01:BITN 747_01 (Cover)  6/8/10  10:10  Page 1

*You can read further Q&As with Colin in the Vendor Stories section of our website
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Mansoor Khan and his 
wife Latifa Bibi have been 
collecting scraps of plastic 
and other items at an 
enormous landfill site on the 
outskirts of New Delhi for 
nearly 20 years.

The £3.80 daily earnings 
enable their three children 
to go to school, in search 
of a better future than their 
parents’ lives amid the stench 
of rotting garbage.

Medical waste risk 
But over the past few 
months, increasing amounts 
of biomedical waste have 
been arriving at the dump – 

a result, experts say, of the 
coronavirus pandemic and a 
huge risk for those who work 
there.

Spread over 52 acres and 
rising more than 60 metres, 
the site is littered with used, 
plastic coronavirus test kits, 
protective gear and cotton 
stained with blood and pus 
– among hundreds of tonnes 
of waste coming daily from 
across the Indian capital, 
including small hospitals and 
nursing homes.

Sifting with bare hands, 
hundreds of scavengers 
including children expose 
themselves to a disease that 
has infected more than  
15 million people globally and 
claimed over 600,000 lives.

India has reported almost 
1.2 million cases overall, 
behind only the United States 
and Brazil.

Khan, 44, is aware of the 
dangers but feels he has little 
choice.

“What if we die? What if we 
get this disease? But fear will 
not fill our bellies. That is why 
we have to do this work,” he 
said, standing outside his two-
room concrete house at the 
foot of the garbage mountain.

“We are really afraid”
Bibi, 38, said she was worried 
about bringing the infection 
home to the couple’s children, 
aged 16, 14 and 11.

“When I return from there, 
I feel afraid to enter my house 
because I have children at 
home. We are really afraid of 
this disease,” she said.

Dinesh Raj Bandela, an 
expert in biomedical waste 
at the Delhi-based thinktank 
Centre for Science and 
Environment, said there are 

clear protocols set by the 
national pollution regulator to 
dispose of biomedical waste.

But they are not always 
being followed during the 
outbreak, he said, putting 
those who sift through 
landfills at risk of contracting 
coronavirus and other 
diseases, ranging from 
hepatitis to HIV.

Neither the North Delhi 
Municipal Corporation, which 
runs the dump, nor India’s 
Central Pollution Control 
Board, immediately replied to 
requests for comment.

According to Bandela,  
the Indian capital used to 
produce nearly 600 tonnes  
of medical waste a day, but 
that has risen by 100 tonnes 
since the virus hit.

SUNIL KATARIA.  
COURTESY OF REUTERS/INSP.NGO

‘FEAR WILL NOT FILL OUR BELLIES’
Indian rubbish sifters 
exposed to Covid waste

Couple makes £3.80 a 
day off plastic scraps

Latifa Bibi searches through landfill during the coronavirus outbreak, which has led to more medical waste. Photo: Adnan Abidi/Reuters
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NEWS

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

NEWS IN BRIEF

LIVERPOOL CORONA-HELPLINE
A new helpline has been 
launched to support people 
in Liverpool who need to self-
isolate during the next phase 
of the Covid-19 pandemic – for 
example if they have symptoms, 
have been asked to by NHS 
Test and Trace, or have returned 
from certain overseas travel. 
Liverpool’s Covid Isolation 
advice line number is 0151 233 
3066.

LEEDS PSPO REVIEW
Leeds residents are being 
asked for their views on  
a proposed update of the  
city’s 13 Public Spaces 
Protection Orders (PSPOs), 
designed to tackle alcohol-
related antisocial behaviour  
in public spaces and 
communities. Leeds City 
Council wants to extend the 
PSPOs, introduced in 2017,  
and now include a ban on tents 
used by homeless people.  
See surveys.leeds.gov.uk.

BRADFORD IN BUSINESS
A new centre offering working 
space, investment advice and 
more to social entrepreneurs, 
SMEs, artists, performers and 
makers has opened in Bradford. 
Impact Hub Bradford, located 
at the Grade II listed Digital 
Exchange in the city’s Little 
Germany district, will also offer 
links to more than 100 similar 
organisations in 50 countries. 
For more information see 
bradford.impacthub.net.

PARLIAMENT WORKSHOPS
UK Parliament has launched 
free online workshops for 
community and youth groups 
in Yorkshire and Humber. The 
workshops are aimed at groups 
of differing abilities and can 
be tailored. Outreach officer 
Lynn Hobson said: “It’s a great 
way for people to understand 
more about what’s going on 
in the UK Parliament.” For 
more information: learning.
parliament.uk/outreach.

You may think your accent 
identifies you as specifically 
coming from northern 
cities like Leeds, Liverpool, 
Newcastle, Manchester or 
Sheffield but for some people 
the computer says no.

That’s the basic finding of 
a new study of how people 
speak in the north of England.

Research has shown that 
a new and more generic 
northern accent is evolving, 
although not for everyone. 
This accent is shared by 
educated and largely middle 
class city dwellers, and 
has been given the name of 
general northern English.

Machine learning 
It was identified by computer 
analysis, according to 
linguistics expert Patrycja 
Strycharczuk, who led the 
study team at Manchester 
University. “It may seem as 
though local accents are dying 
out,” she said. “But we believe 
we’re actually seeing a new 
variety being established.”

To study northern accents 
the team sought volunteers 
to download an app called 
English Dialects. Eventually, 
105 people were selected from 
five northern cities – 17 in 
Liverpool, 23 in Manchester, 
19 in Sheffield, 27 in Leeds 
and 19 in Newcastle – and 
they were asked to record 
themselves reading a 216-
word passage from the Aesop 
fable The Boy Who Cried Wolf. 
This was selected because 
it contains all the English 
vowels in so-called keywords, 
ones that would provide good 
indicators of local accents, 
such as “kit”, “bath”, “near” 
and “face”. 

The volunteers had to 
drop a digital pin on a 
map to identify where they 
were from, as well as give 
information about their age, 
gender, ethnicity and level 
of education. The study 
group eventually comprised 
59 per cent female and was 
largely white. Two-thirds 

of volunteers had a higher 
education degree.

Their recorded samples 
were fed into a computer, 
which measured the 
soundwaves created by each 
voice and turned it into 
numerical data. The process 
is known as machine learning 
and, said Strycharczuk, when 
it is exposed to a sample of 
accents it can usually tell 
if the speaking sample was 
provided by a person from 
Liverpool or other from 
specific locations in the north.

Dwindling dialect 
However, the machine 
learning struggled to 
distinguish between the 
accents of volunteers from 
Manchester, Leeds and 
Sheffield, suggesting that 
middle-class educated people 
from these cities now speak in 
a very similar way. 

The machine learning also 
analysed individual vowel 
sounds and compared them 
to traditional descriptions of 
different northern dialects. 
This revealed that dialect 
features once associated with 
some northern areas are no 
longer present, although 
most speakers still sounded 
distinctly northern, for 
example, using short vowels 
in words like “glass” and 
“bath”, and pronouncing 
“crux” the same as “crooks”. 

The researchers found  
that people from Liverpool 
were the mostly likely to resist 
the change in accent evident 
in the other cities. But in 
Newcastle, far from clinging 
to the familiar Geordie 
accent, middle-class educated 
volunteers sounded closer to 
people who live in the south 
of England than  
they did to those from 
Manchester, Leeds and 
Sheffield. They had a more 
standard accent. What’s 
driving this, according to 
Strycharczuk, is a desire 
in Newcastle to have a 
more neutral accent and 
sound educated while still 
preserving some aspects of 
their local identity.

“One thing about the 
general northern accent is 
that it is northern,” she said. 
“So it’s not the same standard 
accent that people speak in 
the south. It’s a kind of middle 
ground. 

“I believe that a lot of 
speakers of general northern 
English don’t think they have 
a northern accent, yet they 
do to people in London. I 
saw someone comment on 
Twitter that while they still 
sounded northern to people in 
the south, they now sounded 
southern to people in the 
north.”

ROGER RATCLIFFE

New northern accent appears
Sounds of cities merge 
among the educated 

Some North East people sound closer to those in the south. Photo: Alamy
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www.dogstrust.org.uk
Reg. Charity Nos: 227523 & SC037843

Make sure your dog is cared for with 
a Canine Care Card from Dogs Trust
You’ve always done what you can to protect
your four-legged friend, and that shouldn’t
change when life does. With a Canine Care
Card, you won’t have to worry about what’s
next for them, because Dogs Trust will look
after and rehome them at one of our 20
rehoming centres across the UK.

Apply online now to get your FREE Canine Care Card at: 
www.dogstrust.org.uk/ccc
Email: ccc@dogstrust.org.uk
Call us directly: 020 7837 0006 
Please quote “334521”

If I pass away

If I receive a life-changing diagnosis
Canine Cared For

If I move to a care home
Canine Cared For

Canine Cared For

Service only available for residents of the UK, 
Ireland, Channel Islands & Isle of Man.
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Most minority groups have that one 
word that is off limits within society. 
Some are less acceptable to use than 
others. You know which words I mean 
but you probably don’t know that the 
term “midget” is offensive to the vast 
majority of people with dwarfism. Maybe 
you have used it, thinking that it is the 
correct word to use to refer to someone 
with dwarfism. It is hard to know what 
is the right word, when “midget” is used 
so freely within the media. 

Often referred to by people with 
dwarfism as the m-word, it is a term 
derived from the word “midge”, meaning 
gnat or sandfly. Its origin automatically 
dehumanises people like me. It was a 
term popularised during the Victorian 
freak show, where many disabled people, 
including people with dwarfism, were 
oppressed and exploited. It was where 
people with bodies that exceeded normal 
expectations were put on display for 
others to stare at and often mock. 

I am often asked, what is the difference 
between a midget and a dwarf. To me, 
the difference is “midget” is offensive, 
whereas “dwarf” is not. “Midget” has 
no medical connotations, but rather is 
a word popularised within the freak 
shows in order to differentiate between 
two different types of dwarfism. In the 
freak shows, a midget referred to a person 
with proportionate dwarfism. They 
were just short, as opposed to a person 
with dwarfism (or dwarf) who has a 
disproportionate body size. People like 
me, who have a disproportionate body 
size, were seen as undesirable, as we 
were not as aesthetically pleasing as those 
who were just short.  

It seems that whilst freak shows began 
to fade away at the turn of the 20th 
century, much of their problematic legacy 
lives on. “Midget” is a word used freely 
by the media, as well as a name used 
for various products, including Midget 

ERIN PRITCHARD

will continue to remain the same unless 
we start to challenge them. To do this, 
we need to demonstrate how the word 
“midget” is no longer acceptable to use. 

“Midget” needs to be recognised as 
a form of hate speech, just like various 
other derogatory words are, which are 
associated with other minority groups. 
Hate speech includes words that 
humiliate and degrade different groups  
of people. To use a term that is from 
a form of entertainment that paraded 
people with dwarfism in order to provoke 
stares and laughter from the audience 
serves to humiliate and degrade people 
with dwarfism in modern society. 
Recognising the word as a form of hate 
speech will help to remove its use within 
the media and slowly help to diminish  
its use within society. n

Erin Pritchard is a lecturer in disability studies 
at Liverpool Hope University

Why don’t we just... stop using the word “midget”?

“The m-word should be classed as hate speech”

CITIZENS ADVICE ON MANAGING 
UNIVERSAL CREDIT

Last month I signed up to Universal 
Credit for the first time, after I was made 
redundant. I am looking for a new job 
but I’m not sure if there’s anything more 
I need to do to ensure I keep getting 
Universal Credit.

When you apply for Universal Credit 
you’ll agree a claimant commitment 
with your work coach. A claimant 
commitment is a record of the 
responsibilities that you have accepted 
to receive Universal Credit payments. 
Your claimant commitment will  
be updated each time you see your  
work coach. 

When you agree to your Claimant 
Commitment you will be put into one 
of four work-related activity groups 
(sometimes called conditionality 
groups). These set out the tasks you’re 
expected to complete in order to receive 
your full benefit payment. You can 
check which group you’re in by logging 
into your Universal Credit account 
online and checking your claimant 
commitment. If you’re not online, you 
will have been provided with a paper 
copy of your claimant commitment.

This will tell you which group you’re 
in and what tasks you’ll have to do 
regularly to get Universal Credit. These 
tasks could include writing your CV, 
signing up for job alerts or applying for 
vacancies.

Gems. The use of the term on many 
branded items allows its presence to be 
maintained within society. It is not hard 
to imagine that had these sweets been 
given another name associated with a 
derogatory term which refers to another 
minority group that they would have 
been either removed or renamed. The 
constant use of the word in the media 
and on products allows its popularity 
to flourish, which has implications for 
people with dwarfism in society. 

As a person with dwarfism I have had 
to endure this word being shouted at 
me in the street. People will shout “Oi, 
midget!” or “Look, there’s a midget!” 
These reactions reflect their belief that 
people with dwarfism are acceptable 
to make fun of. These experiences tell 
me that I do not belong and that whilst 
the freak shows may have disappeared 
the attitudes that popularised them still 
remain prominent within society. They 

To show how you have completed 
the to-do list set out in your claimant 
commitment, you should keep a record 
of the tasks you’ve completed and how 
long they took in your Universal Credit 
online journal, or in a diary if you’re not 
online.

Some claimants, mainly those  
who have applied for Universal  
Credit for the first time since the 
outbreak of Covid-19, may not have  
a claimant commitment yet. Those  
who claimed before the outbreak  
will have had their claimant 
commitment suspended during the 
outbreak and had no work-related 
requirements imposed. 

The Department for Work and 
Pensions (DWP) has said it will be 
calling all claimants to help them to 
prepare for work, so people should 
expect to be contacted to set up the 
claimant commitment. They do 
not need to contact the DWP in the 
meantime. 

The DWP has said that it will take 
a commonsense approach to work-
related requirements and that those 
who are shielding, have childcare 
responsibilities because of Covid-19 
restrictions, etc, will have their claimant 
commitment tailored to reflect their 
circumstances.

If you have any further questions 
about Universal Credit, or any other 
support you may be entitled to, contact 
your local Citizens Advice service 
(citizensadvice.org.uk).
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NOW THEN

LAST WEEK

Three men have been rescued from Pikelot 
Island in the Pacific after inscribing SOS in the 
sand. The sailors from Micronesia spent three 
days stranded on the island when their boat 
ran out of fuel and diverted off course. They 
were spotted by Australian and US military 
aircraft and are reported to be “in good 
condition”. 

A cat has managed to escape from a Sri 
Lankan prison after being detained for drug 
smuggling, when it was found with nearly two 
grams of heroin strapped to its neck. This isn’t 
an isolated incident combining animals and 
narcotics in Sri Lanka. Police previously seized 
an eagle that was being used to distribute 
drugs in Colombo.   

Written in 
the sand

Was the age of Giuseppe Paternò when he 
graduated last week with a degree in philosophy 
from the University of Palermo. Having wanted 
to earn a degree from a young age he had to 
overcome various obstacles: Paternò’s family 
wasn’t able to pay for his education, he later 
became a veteran of the Second World War 
and worked for the state railway service. He 
is now considering beating his own record of 
being Italy’s oldest graduate by doing a masters, 
believing genetics might be on his side, as his 
mother lived to be 100. 

Escaped by 
a whisker 

New satellite images have shown 11 
undiscovered emperor penguin colonies  
in Antarctica. The satellites were able to 
pick up the new colonies due to the penguins’ 
distinctive patches of excrement that can be 
seen from space. The new discovery boosts  
the emperor penguin population by 5-10%.

Poo in the sky

9696  Some people are too poor 
to dine out on slogans,  
says Roger Ratcliffe

Only when I sat down at my favourite 
Italian restaurant in Leeds did it occur to 
me I was about to enjoy a bowl of pasta 
with the compliments of coronavirus.

The government’s Eat Out to Help Out 
scheme, ostensibly the brainchild of 
chancellor Rishi Sunak but more than 
likely dreamed up by Boris Johnson’s 
sloganeering consigliere Dominic 
Cummings, is aimed at saving the near-
moribund hospitality sector. So we made 
a reservation for the first night of the 
initiative, which cuts food bills by  
50 per cent or a maximum of £10 a head 
on Mondays, Tuesdays and Wednesdays 
till the end of the month. By doing so 
we were supporting an independently 
owned restaurant we have often chosen 
for birthday meals.

Our two pasta dishes and side salads 
qualified for the maximum  
£20 discount. Not having 
been furloughed or received 
a grant from the coronavirus 
self-employment income 
support scheme, that will in 
all likelihood be my share of 
the £300 billion the pandemic 
is predicted to cost the UK 
Treasury this financial 
year. An estimated 
72,000 places are 
taking part in the 
scheme at a cost of 
£500 million  
to protect the jobs 
of 1.8 million 
employees.

While I still 
feel guilty about 
dining out on 
the taxpayer, on 
the plus side the 
restaurant was 
packed – or as 
much as it could 
be after removing 
about one-third 
of its tables to 
comply with social 
distancing curbs. It 
would normally be 
quiet on a Monday 
night in August, 
being located in the 
overwhelmingly  
student residential  
area of Headingley, so 
here at least I think 

HE HAS ISSUES

Roger Ratcliffe has worked as 
an investigative journalist with 
the Sunday Times Insight team 

and is the author of guidebooks 
to Leeds and Bradford. Follow 

him onTwitter  
@Ratcliffe

the scheme’s objective probably hit the 
bullseye.

But some aspects of it may not have 
been so well thought through. The one 
that has been ridiculed the most is the 
inclusion of fast-food chains at the very 
same time the government is declaring 
war on Britain’s growing obesity problem. 
Given that the discount is entirely the 
result of a national health emergency it’s 
surely contradictory that public health 
considerations were not factored into the 
initiative.

The internet is currently brimming 
with ingenious ways of using the scheme 
to enjoy three meals a day for less than 
a fiver, but the downside is that most of 
them involve eating burgers, which are 
notorious for their saturated fat and salt 
content. It’s as though the government 
has decided to sponsor a two-for-one 
burger meal deal. What happened to 
protecting the NHS from surges in 
demand?

My biggest problem with the scheme 
is that while it will undoubtedly help to 
save jobs in the catering industry, there 
is no scheme to partner it that helps 
those for whom restaurants and cafés are 
simply out of reach. For them Eat Out to 
Help Out is a cruel joke as they struggle 

with food poverty.
According to the Trussell Trust, 

which runs a network of over 1,200 
food banks in the UK, demand for 
emergency food parcels shot up by 
almost 100 per cent following the 
lockdown, while the World Bank 

reports that nearly two million UK 
residents are under-nourished 

and as many as one in six 
parents are going without 
food in order to feed 
their children.

I’d like to propose a 
government initiative 
that helps them. 
Since Cummings  
is fond of slogans  
he could call it 
Help Them Out  
to Eat In.  n
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Please help

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

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

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

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

Jaymie James - Pontypool, South Wales

Jaymie went missing from Pontypool on 13 Oct 2017.
He was 49 years old when he was last seen. 

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

Patryk was last seen in Mitcham on 28 May 2020. 
He was 24 years old when he went missing.

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

2007. He was 37 at the time of his disappearance.

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

Alan Leek - Birmingham, West Midlands

Ngoc has been missing from Bristol since 06 Aug 2017.
She was 22 years old when she disappeared. 

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

Ngoc Bui - Bristol, Somerset

Patryk Plaga - Mitcham, London

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

Tran Van was last seen in Bradford on 01 July 2020. 
He was 43 years old when he went missing.  

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

Tran Van Hong - Bradford, West Yorkshire

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

Haydar Koyuncu - En�eld, North London

Haydar has been missing from En�eld since 04 Sep

Alan has been missing from Birmingham since 
06 June 2020. He was 36 years old when he 
disappeared. 

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

and support, in con�dence, whenever you feel ready
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We may be beset by social media insecurities and a pandemic but the lesson  
Matt Haig wants to emphasise is that things do get better. The author turned 
mental health advocate tells Saskia Murphy about parallel universes, aliens 
learning to love humanity – and how to take a relaxed approach to home schooling

“We’re in a comparison culture now,” 
says author Matt Haig. “Even this year 
in lockdown I think there was almost a 
competition about who was having the 
best lockdown and making the most use 
of their time.”

Time, regret, comparison, anxiety, 
disappointment and existential FOMO 
(fear of missing out), are themes Haig 
has visited and revisited in his work. 
In his 2015 book Reasons to Stay Alive 
Haig candidly told the story of a suicide 
attempt in his mid-twenties, and how he 
learned to live again after a mental health 
crisis. His follow-up non-fiction book 
Notes on a Nervous Planet explored the 
impact modern life has on mental health 
and questioned how we stay sane in a 
world of career demands, consumerism, 
social media, air pollution, non-stop 
news updates and the realities of living in 
a fast-paced, ever-changing world.

Haig’s fiction has taken on similar 
themes. In his 2013 novel The Humans 
the reader follows an alien who takes 
on a human form as he is sent to earth. 
His mission is to destroy evidence of 
the solving of a mathematical problem 
that could help the human race make 
significant advances that the aliens have 
deemed the world is not ready for. 

On earth, the alien is disgusted. He 
marvels at the “arrogant species, defined 
by violence and greed”. In a note back 
to his own planet, he writes: “They have 
taken their home planet, the only one 
they have access to, and placed it on the 
road to destruction. They have created 
a world of divisions and categories 
and have continually failed to see the 
similarities between themselves.”  

But ultimately the alien is won over. 
He finds beauty and meaning on earth, 
and for all of humanity’s flaws, he finds 
beauty in people too. 

These tender observations on the 
human condition are perhaps what Haig 
is best known for. Even those who have 
not read his books have most likely come 
across his Instagram page or Twitter feed, 
where Haig posts thoughts, inspirational 
quotes and advice on self-care.

Now, in 2020, a year of unprecedented 
challenges, Haig is taking on another 
story that addresses depression, anxiety, 
regret, and parallel universes. His 
new novel The Midnight Library, out 

this week, follows protagonist Nora 
Seed as she enters a world of limitless 
possibilities.

Nora is fed up with life. Riddled with 
regret over choices she’s made in the 
past, she lives in a suspended existence, 
always wondering what might have  
been if she’d lived her life differently 
and, in the meantime, not really living  
at all.

She decides to end it all. But rather 
than dying, Nora ends up in the Midnight 
Library, where she has a chance to live 
all the lives she could have lived if she’d 
made different decisions. Launched into 
parallel universes, Nora finds out what 
would have happened if she’d never 
given up competitive swimming, where 
she’d be now if she’d married the man 
she was once engaged to, whether she’d 
be happier if she’d packed up and moved 
to Australia. 

Don't go compare

It is an idea Haig has been sitting on 
for a while. “Since I first started writing 
books I’d wanted to do a story about 
parallel lives but I had no hook for it, I 
had nothing new to offer, so I put it aside 
and got on with other stuff,” he says. 
“Then I had this idea of it being like a 
library – imagining if there was a library 
where every single book was a different 
version of how it would be. I thought that 
was nice. It fits in with what libraries 
are anyway, as in a place of many, many 
different worlds that you can enter.”

Born in Sheffield and educated at 
Hull and Leeds universities, Haig’s 
younger years were blighted by a lack 

of confidence and low self-esteem that 
culminated in a spell of anxiety and 
depression that almost destroyed him. 
In 1999, at the age of 24, after six years 
of student life and summer jobs, Haig 
suffered a breakdown while living in 
Ibiza with his girlfriend, now wife, 
Andrea.

At crisis point, Haig and his partner 
moved back to the UK where he battled 
mental illness and attempted to rebuild 
his life. 

Suffering from agoraphobia and stuck 
in the couple’s flat, Haig found that the 
one thing he could do was write. And 
since then, he hasn’t stopped. His first 
novel The Last Family in England was 
published in 2004, followed by 17 fiction 
books for adults and children, often in the 
speculative fiction genre. A film version 
of his 2017 book How to Stop Time, a 
novel about a man bestowed with the 

“There’s a gap between what we feel like we  
should be doing and what we’re actually feeling.”

Photo: David Levenson/Getty 
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ability to live for centuries without ever 
ageing a day, is currently in production 
with Benedict Cumberbatch in the lead 
role.

But although Haig has found huge 
success as an author, it hasn’t always 
been easy. In 2010 he was dropped by his 
publisher and told to give up. Battling 
debt and drinking heavily, Haig relapsed 
into depression. 

It is these experiences Haig looks back 
on when writing novels, non-fiction 
works, and posts on social media. He 
often shares his life story underpinned 
by a simple message: that things do get 
better.  

“I can remember when I had depression 
and I often felt full of regret,” he says. 
“It was nice to explore that idea [in The 
Midnight Library] and in a way find a 
kind of therapy in the idea of accepting 
your own decisions and accepting where 
you are in life, [rather than] always 
imagining or torturing yourself over 
things you could have done differently.”

Although prominent on social media, 
Haig is critical of the ways platforms 
such as Facebook and Instagram create 
divisions and exploit insecurities. This 
constant threat of comparison and 
around-the-clock access to images that 
promote unrealistic lifestyles and the 
anxiety exposure can cause are what 
Haig describes as a “contemporary issue” 
that can have a drastic impact on mental 
health.

“We compare ourselves to other 
people but we also compare ourselves to 
ourselves, so we present this version of 
ourselves online which might not  
be quite the real truth, and then there’s 
the gap between what we feel like  
we should be doing versus what we’re 
actually feeling on the inside. That’s a 
contemporary issue that impacts mental 
health and mental illness in quite a big 
way. 

“And we compare ourselves all the 
time not just to a small circle of people 
within our community but to literally 
the most famous or exceptional people 
in their fields in the world, so we are 
continually seeing people who are 
achieving things or doing things, and it 
has set a bar that’s unrealistically high. 
We all need a bit more self-acceptance 
and less comparison.”

Since Reasons To Stay Alive was 
published in 2015, Haig has been 
catapulted into the role of leading mental 
health campaigner. His quotes are often 
listed as inspirational words to turn to in 
times of difficulty, and fans of his work 

have credited Haig with saving them from 
their own struggles.

Haig has now settled into his role as a 
world-famous mental health advocate, 
with the Duke and Duchess of Sussex 
among his fans, but he admits the 
pressure weighed heavily at first.

“After I wrote Reasons to Stay Alive, 
which I thought was going to be one of 
my smaller books that only a few people 
would read, it became one of the biggest, 
and it happened quite fast and quite 
naturally, which was obviously great, but 
when the paperback came out it went 
up a level and everyone seemed to be 
reading it, and for a little while I really 
struggled,” he says. “I was going through 
a patch of anxiety and depression at the 
time and yet I was dealing with emails 
from people either saying they really 
liked the book and it helped them, or 
asking me for advice, and I struggled with 
both of those responses, even though I 
welcome them now. 

“I struggled I think because I felt a bit 
of a fraud. I’d written this book called 
Reasons To Stay Alive and there I was, in 
the midst of anxiety and depression and 
not having all the answers. 

“I think people who read my stuff now 
understand that I’m not a doctor, that 
I’m not a neuroscientist and I haven’t got 
a PhD in brain chemistry or anything. 
I’m just someone who went through 
an experience and recovered, to a great 
degree, although I resist saying I’m 100 
per cent better. People feel less alone 

from reading those books and I think 
that’s great, but I’m not a magic wand or 
someone who can fix everyone. But I’m 
glad it gives people that feeling of being 
understood.”

Now living in Brighton, Haig and his 
wife home-school their two children. 
As ministers and scientists debate the 
reopening of schools next month, Haig 
has a message for worn-out parents who 
may face more months of homeschooling. 

“The big thing is to realise it’s not 
school, and that’s OK. School is a very 
different environment where there are 
lots of kids so they have a very long day 
to get the same amount of knowledge  
in them. 

“We don’t actually spend a full school 
day’s worth of learning. Certainly at 
the start of lockdown I was realising 
people were literally replicating the 
school day and setting out a timetable, 
but we’ve discovered two hours of 
focused learning in the morning is kind 
of enough, and then you have this bit 
of downtime activity and reading and 
watching YouTube videos about history 
or whatever.

“My main advice is not to beat yourself 
up too much about replicating the perfect 
school day. It’s more about keeping kids 
interested and curious and 
not overworked.” n

The Midnight Library 
(Canongate) is out on  
13 August

Haig's books propelled him to the role of mental health advocate. Photo: Graham Lawrence/Alamy

BIN1350_12,13,15 (Haig).indd   15BIN1350_12,13,15 (Haig).indd   15 07/08/2020   12:1507/08/2020   12:15



BIG ISSUE NORTH   10 - 16 AUGUST16  

Kath Sansom’s long campaign for women’s health was 
vindicated last month when a government review criticised 
the use of vaginal mesh, pregnancy tests and an epilepsy 
drug. But it’s taken its toll on her, finds Saskia Murphy

Kath Sansom cries when she thinks 
about some of the stories she’s heard 
over the past five years. There are stories 
of young mothers left using wheelchairs 
and walking sticks. There are stories of 
women who have had their bowels and 
bladders removed. There are stories of 
women on all fours screaming in pain 
while doctors tell them their suffering  
is imagined.

The stories that haunt Sansom all have 
one thing in common. They belong to 
women who have undergone procedures 
to insert pelvic mesh implants – also 
known as vaginal mesh. 

Used as a surgical option to treat 
complications from childbirth including 
prolapse and urinary incontinence, 
vaginal mesh was introduced in the 
late nineties as an alternative to more 
complex and expensive surgical repair.

The procedure involves surgeons 
inserting a plastic mesh product to hold 
the pelvic organs in place. For some, the 
surgery has been a success. But thousands 
of women who have undergone the 
procedure have been left with life-
changing complications including 
nerve damage, chronic pain and sexual 
problems. It is those women Sansom has 
spent the last five years fighting for. 

A regional paper journalist accustomed 
to writing about council meetings and 
local human interest, Sansom had no idea 
of the magnitude of the story that would 
arrive on her lap after she had the vaginal 
mesh procedure in March 2015. 

“I came out in a lot of pain,” she says. 
“It was supposed to be easy surgery, back 
at your desk in a week, but a week later  
I was still in a lot of pain.

“I’m a single parent and at that point 
I was a freelance journalist so I had no 
option but to go to work. Even going 
up one flight of stairs to the office was 
just too painful. By week two I was still 

A woman's problem
in a lot of pain. I could barely walk my 
dog. Before the operation I was boxing, 
mountain biking and doing all these 
sports, and now I could hardly walk. It 
just made no sense to me. 

“I did a Google search and came across 
a woman who had written a blog about 
her story with mesh, and it was my story. 
It was exactly the same as me.”

Sansom emailed the blogger and the 
two women spoke on the phone that 
night. “She told me women were going 
back to their surgeons and the surgeons 
were denying the mesh was causing a 
problem. All these women had been 
trying to get their voices heard but it was 
quite embarrassing and it was a taboo 
subject, so they hadn’t got anywhere.”

Determined to shine a light on the 
scandal of women’s suffering, Sansom 
started a Facebook group titled Sling the 
Mesh. It was then that the stories started 
flooding in, and five years on the group 

has more than 8,000 members.
“We’ve got women who have had the 

mesh slicing through their urethra, so 
they have had to have a reconstruction 
or a catheter,” says Sansom. “We’ve 
got women who have had to have their 
bowels and bladders removed because  
the mesh has sliced into them, so they 
have been left with a colostomy bag. 
We’ve got women where the mesh has 
sliced through their vaginal walls and 
it has cut their partners when they are 
having sex. 

“We have one women whose mesh 
managed to migrate and started coming 
through her thigh and she got necrosis. 
We have women whose legs shake every 
time they walk. We have women who are 

walking with sticks. Too many young, 
healthy vibrant women were put forward 
for this operation when they should have 
tried physiotherapy first. 

“I’ve got one woman who had the 
operation at 26. She now has three young 
children and is a single parent. She is 
at her wits’ end trying to bring up three 
little children on her own in lots of pain, 
with no help.”

Sansom bursts into tears on the phone. 
“Just the thought of this woman on her 
own, struggling,” she says. “Some stories 
just hit you in the chest and take your 
breath away, and that’s how I’ve been 
living for five years now, overseeing that 
page. Every day it’s like a punch to the 
guts when a new member comes on and 
tells their story.”

The stories of physical suffering are 
hard enough to hear, but the mental 
anguish caused by the unwillingness 
of GPs and surgeons to take patients’ 
concerns seriously is where the scandal 
takes an even darker turn.

Last month, a review chaired by 
Baroness Julia Cumberlege found lives 
have been ruined because officials failed 
to hear the concerns of women given 
drugs and procedures that caused them  
or their babies considerable harm. 

The review assessed harrowing details 

about vaginal mesh, pregnancy test 
Primodos and epilepsy drug sodium 
valproate and found too often worries and 
complaints were dismissed as “women’s 
problems”.

Vaginal mesh surgery was halted by 
the government in July 2018 to avoid 
further risk of life-changing injuries, 
and the Cumberlege review has warned 
against pushing innovative treatments 
without enough long-term monitoring, 
and criticises manufacturers for being 
motivated by sales ahead of safety.

But for Sansom, the fight isn’t over.  
At the heart of the story lies accusations 
of poor regulation, lack of clinical trials, 
corruption, cover-ups and conflicts of 
interest.

“There are lots of superb doctors, don’t get me  
wrong, but there is this culture of misogyny.”
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A woman's problem
“I have lost trust in the medical 

profession,” says Sansom. “I wish I could 
say I haven’t, but I have. I’ve read so 
much scientific evidence that’s flawed, so 
much evidence that’s biased. I read once 
that the medical industry is darker than 
the tobacco industry. I read that at the 
start of the campaign and thought no,  
but it is, it’s so dark. 

“There’s this culture of denial, but  
it’s not just denial, it’s defensive.  
The majority of people who have  
gone back to their surgeon [to report 
vaginal mesh complications] have  
been laughed at. Sometimes the surgeon 
has put his head on the desk and banged 
his fist in a mocking way. We had one 
woman who told her surgeon she’d 
lost her sex life and his response was: 
‘Women over 50 shouldn’t be having  
sex anyway.’

“There’s definitely deeply entrenched 
misogyny there and belittling of women 
and seeing them as silly little creatures 
who obviously aren’t strong enough. 
There is lots of that, and that needs to 
change, but that’s not a system thing – 
that’s an individual thing, and a societal 
thing and I have no idea how you even 
change that. There are lots of superb 
doctors, don’t get me wrong, but there is 
this culture of misogyny.” 

Baroness Cumberlege’s review is the 
first step towards justice for those who 
have been injured, belittled and ignored. 
But Sansom is still left with the stories 
of women whose lives have been turned 
upside down. 

“When I was really sad I’d get up early 
in the morning and drive to the coast and 
sit with a cup of tea on the beach wall, 
staring out at the sea, and I would just 
cry,” she says. “You can’t witness that 
much human misery without it having a 
massive impact on you. 

“I used to be in touch with a Canadian 
hernia surgeon who hated mesh and 
campaigned for most of his career against 
hernia mesh. We’d often email each other 
and he was exactly the same. He said it 
was like fighting the devil and that there 
would be times where it just hurts your 
soul. You can’t witness that much human 
devastation and it not take a toll on you 
somehow.” n
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What use are higher wages for a breadwinner if they’re not 
shared equally with their families? Historian Emma Griffin 
has trawled through hundreds of autobiographies from the 
Victorian age to find lessons for the modern economy

Ask any politician or pundit about the 
state of the economy and they will agree 
that wage growth is a good thing – the 
gold standard measure that tells us how 
much of the nation’s wealth lands in 
the hands of those who actually worked 
for it. So it is perhaps unsurprising that 
historians of Victorian Britain have 
tended to depict the period in relatively 
benign terms. In contrast with the 
endless debates about whether or not 
the workers gained from the industrial 
revolution, the verdict for the later 

period is far more unanimous: real 
wages were considerably higher by 1914 
than they had been in 1840, thus working 
people, as well as their employers, had 
shared in the gains.

But it is worth pausing to consider 
more carefully who really gains when 
wages start to rise. We can agree that 
wage growth reflects a welcome shift 
of national wealth into the hands of 
workers, but it is important to recognise 
that if homes and families are to function, 
not everyone can go out to work.  In most 

Artificial highs

societies, work is distributed unevenly 
between the sexes, with men performing 
most of the waged work that is done 
outside the home, whilst women perform 
most of the unwaged work done within it. 
And in the pre-modern age, that domestic 
work was arduous and time-consuming, 
involving such tasks as fetching water, 
chopping wood and preparing all meals 
from scratch on a daily basis. So in order 
to understand the lived experiences of 
ordinary people, wages levels are just a 
part of the puzzle. For a complete story, 

A man could maintain a reasonable standard of living by depositing a part of his wage with his wife and keeping a part back for himself. Picture: Alamy
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you need to understand who has access 
to the world of paid work, and who 
does not. You also need to know how 
money is passed from husband to wife, 
as well as about how the items you can 
purchase with it are shared out among the 
household. In other words, wages are just 
one part of a far more complex story. 

These observations force us to rethink 
certain elements of our national story. 
The Victorian period is widely feted as 
a unique – if short-lived – moment of 
British greatness, where national wealth 
and real wages enjoyed sustained rises. 
But Victorian Britain was also a place 
where most women did not work, and 
those who did clustered around the 
very low-wage margins of the economy. 
This was also the era of the so-called 
breadwinner wage – a wage that was 
substantial enough for a man to keep 
his wife so she could keep the house. 
As a result, Victorian prosperity did not 
simply make the nation richer – it also 
diverted a greater share of the nation’s 
wealth directly to men’s hands, and this 
had far-reaching implications for both 
gender inequality and for women’s living 
standards.

My recent book, Bread Winner, has 
grown out of this concern. It seeks to 
shed light on the Victorian economy, 
but it proceeds in a very different 
manner to most economic history. 
Unlike the quantitative records that 
most economists favour, my book uses 
stories – more specifically, life stories 
and autobiographies written by working-
class people. I use a collection of over 

600 autobiographies, of which one-third 
were authored by women. Many writers 
did not provide information about 
precisely how much money entered 
their household. But they certainly did 
write about how it was shared within the 
household, and it was this – the nature of 
the sharing rather than the totals – that I 
examined.  

As long as men worked hard and 
shared their wages with their wives, 
the fit between real wages and living 

standards was good. Around a third of 
the autobiographers had a father present 
throughout their childhood who shared 
his earnings, and whilst this was rarely 
sufficient to ensure luxurious living, it 
certainly ensured some degree of comfort 
and created an equivalence between male 
earnings and family living conditions.  

But over and again, high male wages 
did not have this outcome. Indeed, one of 
the most extraordinary and unexpected 
discoveries from the autobiographies 
is that a good male wage tilted the 
traditional balance of power between 
husbands and wives firmly in the favour 
of men. The low wages of pre-industrial 
Britain had kept families poor, but they 
had also established an equality within 
the household between the value of male 
wages and the value of the female labour 
that transformed that money into meals 
and comfort. So long as a male worker 

could not afford to purchase cooked 
meals, he could only fulfil his subsistence 
needs by handing his full wage to his 
wife so that she could cook for him – he 
was every bit as dependent upon his 
wife’s efforts to provide habitable lodging, 
meals and adequate clothing as she was 
dependent upon his wage.  

The high male earnings created 
by industrialisation snapped apart 
this equality between wage-earning 
husbands and their non-wage-earning 
wives and children. A man could now 
maintain a reasonable standard of living 
by depositing a part of his wage with 
his wife and keeping a part back for 
his own personal consumption. The 
autobiographies provide many examples 
of the different ways in which men 
might fail to provide for their families: 
some worked irregularly, whilst others 
kept back their wages for themselves, 
either to spend on hobbies and interests 
– or, more commonly, because they 
were drinking heavily. Furthermore, 
some families lacked fathers at all – the 
death rate was high, and so too was the 
desertion rate. When all these problems 
are tallied up, it is clear that almost 
half of all the autobiographers lacked 
a reliable breadwinner during some 
part of their childhood. As a result, a 
sizeable proportion of all households 
were struggling to get by without the 
full benefit of a male wage, and for these 

families, movements in male wages were 
largely irrelevant.

My focus on how resources are shared 
within families reveals that men and 
women’s experiences did not necessarily 
move in sympathy, that men’s wages 
don’t necessarily tell us much about 
women’s lives. And this finding is of 
relevance to our own times. Wages will 
remain an important way of measuring 
the living standards for ordinary people, 
but so long as we live in families, there is 
another story about how wages are shared 
that needs to be told. n

Bread Winner:
An Intimate 
History of the 
Victorian Economy 
by Emma Griffin  
is published by 
Yale, £20

Prosperity did not simply make the nation richer, 
 it also diverted a greater share to men’s hands  

Breadwinners and losers
Ethel Ley was born in Plymouth in 1890, and we know a little about her life because at the age of 
90 she dictated a short account of her childhood to her granddaughter. Ethel was the youngest 
of a family of five children, but her mother died when she was two years old and Ethel and her 
siblings lived first with their grandparents and were then dispersed to different institutions 
when they became too old to care for them. Ethel ended up at the House for Friendless Girls 
in Plymouth. Their father did not remain in contact with the children and himself died an early 
death around the age of 40.
 
Alice Foley was born in Bolton in 1891, and her father was able to earn a good wage as a factory 
operative. Unfortunately, however, he was a heavy drinker. He only worked in “fits and starts” 
and spent what little he earned on drink rather than his children. They “were brought up mainly 
on [mother’s] washtub earnings”.  Alice herself started working in the mill at the age of 13, but she 
never much liked it and moved into office work in her late teens. She remained unmarried and 
devoted her life to the union movement and other left-wing causes. With an unreliable father 
and no husband, Alice never knew the advantage of a male wage, so we can’t slot her experiences 
into the usual framework.
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SELECT  

York/Manchester 

Invisible Cities is restarting its family-
friendly walking tours, available to book. 
Founded in 2018 the social enterprise trains 
those who have previously experienced 
homelessness to be walking tour guides. 
Each guide provides a unique experience 
of their city, such as Gavin’s family-friendly 
fun tour in York or Laura in Manchester, 
who explores the history of inspirational 
Mancunian women. A disposable mask is also 
offered at the checkout when you book. 
(invisible-cities.org)

Chester 

Grosvenor Park Open Air Theatre is reopening with performances of Shakespeare’s  
Comedy of Errors. At 20 per cent capacity you can enjoy theatre outside and socially distanced.  
Until 30 August (grosvenorparkopenairtheatre.co.uk)

Instead of hosting its usual festival Just So, 
Wild Rumpus has created Summer at the 
Forge. The programme of events in a wood in 
Scholar Green includes gigs by troubadour 
David Gibb and singer-harpist Anna 
McLuckie, but also a woodland hairdressers, 
life drawing classes and yoga. 
4 August-27 September (wildrumpus.org.uk)

Grasmere

Dove Cottage, the home of poets William and Dorothy Wordsworth, is preparing to reopen after 
a major restoration. Maintained by the Wordsworth Trust, it has recreated Wordsworth’s orchard 
garden and added a sensory garden incorporating local plants and encouraging visitors to “be 
Wordsworthian”, slow down and observe nature. The museum has also been modernised and will 
display a collection of Wordsworth’s manuscripts, books and fine art.  
Reopening 15 August (wordsworth.org.uk)

Cheshire 
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SELECT  THINGS TO DO ON AND OFFLINE

Scarborough 

Scarborough’s Stephen Joseph Theatre is preparing to reopen with a programme full of new 
films and “captured live” streamings of major West End shows. Its film schedule includes classic 
Flash Gordon*, the recent adaption of Jane Austen’s Emma and West End show 42nd Street. 
20 August (sjt.uk.com) 

Manchester

The Science and Industry Museum is 
reopening with new social distancing 
measures allowing you to explore 250 years 
of innovations and ideas that started life in 
Manchester and went on to change the world. 
14 Aug (scienceandindustrymuseum.org.uk)

The National Science and Media Museum is preparing to reopen. Alongside its usual exhibitions, 
including the Kodak Gallery and The Forgotten Showman, the new Wonderlab Live experience 
allows visitors to watch demonstrations showing how the principles of sound and light can be 
used creatively to change the world around us.
19 August (scienceandmediamuseum.org.uk)

Bradford

Online

Philharmonia is hosting its second online 
event, part of the Philharmonia Sessions – 
this time a family-friendly concert conducted 
by Holly Mathieson. The programme has been 
curated with children in mind and will include 
works that ignite the imagination. Recorded 
a few days before broadcast, the concert can 
be enjoyed from the comfort of your home. 
22 August (philharmonia.co.uk)

* You can read our review of Flash Gordon in the See Hear section of the bigisuuenorth.com. 

Photo: Cam
illa G

reenw
ell
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Is it that time of year already? Time for another fly-on-the-wall Jobcentre 
documentary? How time flies! So, yes, it’s hard to be surprised by this 
latest rummage in the guts of Britain’s joblessness problem, especially 
since it was filmed before coronavirus was a thing and therefore 
represents a world that already seems fantastical and distant. People 
congregating in buildings to speak with other people face to face! This is 
what the Before Times were like, my child.

The setting for this latest effort is Southern House in Leeds, one of 
the city’s biggest Jobcentres. There’s no new narrative thrust to the 
series, no fresh angle, just more cameras following more applicants and 
the staff trying to help them.

The stories being told are wearily familiar. Kenny has to be interviewed 
in a secure room after kicking off following a sanction. He got an advance 
on his benefits, blew most of it and now has to pay it back out of his 
Universal Credit, which leaves him with £50 for the month. Pam was 
sacked from her cleaning job at a hospital, but her appointments are 
fraught because she has to bring her grandchild with her.

As always with this sort of programme, it’s more interesting to play 
“spot the agenda” in the edit. Why these people? Why these snippets of 
conversation? What details are being omitted and why are some parts of 
their lives or personalities brought to the forefront?

It’s a tricky one. You can’t fault their desire to get back into work, but 
at the same time their struggle to manage money and timekeeping don’t 
seem to receive any attention. The staff seem equally genuine in their 
desire to help their customers – and doesn’t that word stick in the craw 
given the context?

There are happy endings here. Kenny gets a job in a recycling centre, 
Pam in a shop. Smiles all around as the wages flow once more. Nobody 
could begrudge these individual triumphs. It’s just hard not to be 
suspicious of the messaging, as the final few minutes of the episode 
could easily double as a motivational ad from the DWP, filled as they are 
with motivational bootstrap philosophy and no mention at all of the cruel 
and punitive benefits system that our heroes have just navigated. Keep 
trying and it always works out in the end, right? Right?

DAN WHITEHEAD

SEE HEAR

THE YORKSHIRE JOBCENTRE
Channel 4, Monday 10 August, 9pm What if anybody could have superpowers, but only for five minutes at a 

time? That’s the intriguing question posed – and sadly mishandled – in 
new Netflix blockbuster Project Power. A new street drug is turning New 
Orleans upside down as glowing capsules unlock a different random 
superpower for the taker, although for some unfortunates the result is 
only an instant and messy death. Hot on the trail of this world-changing 
compound is cop Frank (Joseph Gordon Levitt) and the mysterious 
Art (Jamie Foxx), along with precocious teen dealer Robin (Dominique 
Fishback).

It’s a compelling concept and there are moments when the film 
threatens to take it seriously, pondering how a downtrodden underclass 
would seize the chance for temporary power, acknowledging the city’s 
poor treatment in the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in the process. 
For the most part, however, it’s a stylish muddle. The identities and 
objectives of its characters are kept opaque until almost halfway 
through and the finale dissolves into action cliché and conspiracy 
twaddle. Directors Ariel Schulman and Henry Joost are best known for 
the internet documentary Catfish, and it seems they may have bitten off 
more than they could chew with this bombastic effort.

Far more humble and effective is Host, a British-made horror 
conceived and filmed during lockdown. A group of friends link up online 
to conduct a séance via a Zoom-style video call and things rapidly go 
wrong. The film stays faithful to its concept, presenting everything as a 
single on-screen group call, but still pulls off some impressive scares and 
stunts despite the minimalist production. Running just an hour in length, 
cleverly using the limits of Zoom’s free setting to prevent bloat creeping 
in, it’s a brilliantly effective chiller that uses the contrived intimacy of 
modern communications technology to revive familiar genre tropes.

Finally, a kitsch classic from yesteryear gets luxurious treatment as 
Mike Hodges’ 1980 Flash Gordon movie gets an eye-wateringly crisp and 
colourful 4K remastered collector’s edition. The set comes with a ton of 
bonus material – both in the box and on the disc – but the appeal is still 
the endearingly earnest tone of the movie, which channels 1930s pulp 
through a gaudy 1980s aesthetic to unforgettable effect. Brian Blessed, 
Timothy Dalton and Max Von Sydow all get into the pantomime mood 
and ham it up wonderfully. A cheesy classic that is a delight to revisit.

DAN WHITEHEAD

PROJECT POWER (Netflix)
HOST (Shudder)
FLASH GORDON (Blu-ray)

TELEVISION

ON DEMAND
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A few more cinemas have been able to throw 
open their doors again, including the long 
established and popular Dukes in Lancaster. 
One of their first showings is Clemency (from 
14 Aug), a critically acclaimed drama starring 
Alfre Woodard as a prison warden working on 
death row who comes face to face with her 
demons when she forms an unexpected bond 
with an inmate due to be killed within days.

Ilkley Cinema has also started up again, 
showing a similarly interesting range of 
films and screened theatre events in plush 
surroundings with comfy, sofa-style seating. 
Among its selection is Summerland (from  
12 Aug), a British Second World War drama 
about a reclusive writer who has her life 
upended when Frank, an evacuee from the 
London Blitz, is left in her care. 

Just up the road, the Otley Courthouse has 
also reopened, although it is only showing 
one or two movies a week, including Armando 
Iannucci’s fun take on the Dicken’s classic, The 
Personal History of David Copperfield  
(27 Aug).

Some of the regions’ Everyman cinemas 
have now also opened, including Leeds and 
Harrogate, although Manchester and Liverpool 
remain closed. With Christopher Nolan’s 
seminal sci-fi picture Tenet now delayed until 
the end of August, Everyman is showing his 
earlier mind-bending film Inception (13 Aug) 
instead, in which a thief who steals corporate 
secrets through the use of dream-sharing 
technology is given the task of planting an idea 
into the mind of a powerful CEO.

In Chester, Storyhouse is showing the 
Australian coming-of-age comedy drama 
Babyteeth (from 14 Aug), about a seriously ill 
teenager Milla who falls in love with Moses 
who is a free spirit – and a drug dealer. As the 
relationship blossoms, despite her parents’ 
objections, Milla discovers a lust for life that 
has ramifications for all around her.

Curzon Home Cinema continues to release 
films directly on to its streaming service in lieu 
of a cinema release. One of the latest is the 
spooky seaside chiller Make Up (available now). 
Set on an out-of-season caravan site, the film 
is about reserved teenager Ruth, who starts to 
suspect that her boyfriend is having an affair 
with a mysterious red-haired girl, when in fact 
there could be something more supernatural 
at work.

CHRISTIAN LISSEMAN

Having spent the past several months 
releasing a series of Quarantine Covers, 
including memorable versions of Nirvana’s 
Heart-Shaped Box and Lana Del Rey’s Young 
And Beautiful, Glass Animals turn their focus 
to more personal concerns on this excellent 
follow-up to 2016’s Mercury Prize-nominated 
How To Be A Human Being.  

Lead singer Dave Bayley describes 
Dreamland as a nostalgic memoir of his life so 
far, inspired by a near-fatal cycling accident 
Glass Animals drummer Joe Seaward was 
involved in. That experience led Bayley to 
seek solace in the past and while his surreal 
lyrics are left open to interpretation, there’s 
a magical quality to these 16 songs that 
envelopes the listener in a warm blanket of 
sound and melody.  

“Pulling down backstreets deep in your 
head/Slipping through dreamland like a tourist,” 
purrs Bayley’s falsetto on the title track, a 
wistful recollection of growing up in America. 
A blissed-out Tangerine and woozy Hot Sugar 
sucks you deeper into the record’s squidgy 
core, where glistening synths, crisp hip-hop 
beats, trippy tropical rhythms and FX-soaked 
guitars form the base elements.    

Snatches of dialogue from childhood home 
movies add to the central themes of lost 
innocence and the unstoppable passage of 
time. “Water from your broken iris flows toward 
the floor,” goes It’s All So Incredibly Loud, an 
ebullient tale of heartbreak viewed through a 
vivid Technicolour prism.  

RICHARD SMIRKE

LIELA MOSS  
Who The Power  
(Bella Union)  


Despair at modern culture is 
the overriding theme of this 
absorbing second solo album 
from The Duke Spirit singer 
Liela Moss. Turn Your Back 
Around, an impassioned synth-
rock tune about ecological 
destruction, sets the urgent 
tone. Simmering anti-
consumerist anthem Atoms At 
Me and a brooding Watching 
The Wolf ramp up the angry 
rhetoric as echoes of  
PJ Harvey, Bat for Lashes and 
Cate Le Bon reverberate out 
of the speakers. “The predator 
is you,” rebukes Moss on White 
Feather, a glistening piece 
of luscious dream pop that 
nevertheless carries a viscious 
bite. 

MAX RICHTER  
Voices  
(Decca)  


The Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights forms the 
basis for Max Richter’s ninth 
studio album, a 107 minute, 
50-track neo-classical project 
that he started working on 
10 years ago, sickened by 
Guantanamo Bay. A crackly 
recording of the declaration’s 
co-author Eleanor Roosevelt 
is the first voice you hear, then 
joined by actor Kiki Layne and 
hundreds of crowd-sourced 
recitals in 70 languages. 
Accompanying them is an 
elegiac, undulating bed of 
piano, ambient electronics, 
pensive strings, double bass 
and Grace Davidson’s high 
soprano that soothes and 
sporadically enriches the soul.  

ANOTHER SKY  
I Slept On The Floor 
(Fiction)  


Catrin Vincent’s extraordinary 
androgynous voice lifts 
London four-piece Another 
Sky above their fellow 
emerging indie rock peers. 
Oscillating between piercing 
falsetto, anguished cry and 
bursts of pent-up rage, the 
singer’s silken tones command 
attention, even when they’re 
unnecessarily drenched in 
FX, as on the Bon Iver-meets-
Radiohead title track. Fell In 
Love With The City delivers 
rockier thrills through waves 
of piano, drums and winding 
distortion. Tree reveals their 
delicate side before a fevered 
climax. “I am no one,” Vincent 
falsely declares on mournful 
closing track Only Rain.   

MUSIC

STATE OF INDEPENDENTS

GLASS ANIMALS
Dreamland (Wolf Tone/Universal)  



CINEMA
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          saving the planet  

have Fun dOing it!

Available from www.watkinspublishing.com, Amazon and other book retailers

Just because yOu are seriOus 
abOut saving the planet  
dOesn't mean yOu can't 

have Fun dOing it!
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Cut from a different cloth

Platt Hall is an 18th century house in Platt 
Fields Park, just south of Manchester city 
centre. Part of Manchester Art Gallery, it 
houses the city’s world-class collection of 
fashion and dress. Less well known is the 
collection of flat textiles that is also kept 
here. 

In the attic at Platt Hall there are 12 boxes, 
containing 702 pieces of cloth. They are 
beautiful – checked and striped weaves in 
purples, greens, blues and reds, their colours 
still rich and deep over half a century after they 
were made. Some have delicate gold threads 
running through them that shimmer in the 
light. All were made locally, at Bentinck Mills, 
Farnworth. They were given to Manchester Art 
Gallery in 1954 by managing director Charles 
Sixsmith. They have been at Platt Hall ever 
since.

Also in the attic is a single box containing 
a smaller group of fabrics. Cotton lengths, 
indigo-dyed in a variety of patterns – stars, 
zigzags and stripes. These were donated 20 
years earlier by another local manufacturer, 
Charles Beving. But they were not made locally. 
In the 1890s, Beving was an “Africa merchant”, 
travelling widely through West Africa, buying 
textiles. Much of his collection ended up in the 
British Museum, where it is regarded as one 
of the most important collections of African 
textiles in the UK. But a few pieces stayed in 
Manchester and are still here, in the attic. 

Both collections are a legacy of 
Manchester’s once-thriving African textile 
trade. You couldn’t have bought a length of 
brightly coloured woven cloth from Bentinck 
Mills in the mid-century haberdashers or 
market stalls of Lancashire – it was all made 
for export. The history of British textile trade 
with Africa goes back to the 17th century and 
it reached its peak in the 1950s. Local hand-
produced textiles were collected by traders 
such as Beving, brought back to the UK and 
used as source material for the production of 
cheaper machine-made cloth that was then 
sold back to African consumers. Such goods 
became known as Manchester cloth. 

Buying and selling between the North 
West of England and the West African coast 
was a historically notorious trade route. 
The appropriation of cultural goods for the 
purpose of making money is an uncomfortable 
story, shot through with the legacies of 
transatlantic slavery and the European rush to 
conquer Africa*. There are other perspectives 
though – of African patronage underpinning 
Manchester’s economy and of African taste 
and design shaping European production. 
Through this lens, it’s a complex interweaving 
of cultural and commercial exchange and a 
redrawing of historical power relations.

Whatever your point of view, it’s a history 
that is held in the very brickwork of Platt 
Hall, built for a wealthy textile merchant 

in the 1760s. It underpins the topography 
of the whole city. And flows through to the 
present as we discuss the toppling of statues 
that evidence the systemic racism that still 
permeates society. 

Our museums are full of such complicated 
things. What do we do with them? How do we 
make them useful, a tool in the work to combat 
racism? And who is “we”? In writing this I am 
conscious, perhaps as never before, that I 
am a white middle-class professional in an 
overwhelmingly white middle-class profession. 
It’s important to acknowledge and tease open 
the difficult histories that shape Britain’s 
cultural heritage. It’s important to challenge 
the normative identity of whiteness as part of 
the problem. But as a society we can’t do this 
in a meaningful way unless we also address the 
structures and systems that prevent equality 
of opportunity and multiplicity of voice. 

Platt Hall is currently the focus of a project 
to create a new museum and creative space 
that promotes art as a tool for social change in 
its immediate neighbourhoods of Rusholme, 
Moss Side and Fallowfield. It’s a slow and 
evolving process, and these questions must be 
at the heart of it. For as writer Nesrine Malik 
warns, in the aftermath of a global moment of 
anti-racist protest, “we may discover that the 
only thing more detrimental to doing nothing is 
doing a tiny bit and then thinking that’s enough”. 

For more information about the project Platt 
Hall Inbetween see platthall.org. *Read our 
interview with historian Toby Green on early 
European-African trade in the Features 
section of bigissuenorth.com

Curator Liz Mitchell goes rummaging in the attic and 
brings to light Platt Hall’s West African textiles collection

IN THE FRAME
Platt Hall in Manchester and some of the textiles in its African collection, donated to the museum by local manufacturer Charles Sixsmith

BIN1350_25 (arts).indd   25BIN1350_25 (arts).indd   25 06/08/2020   16:5706/08/2020   16:57



BIG ISSUE NORTH   10 - 16 AUGUST26  

Author Q&A:  
Eliza Clark
BOY PARTS
(Influx Press) 

Debut author Eliza Clark subverts the male gaze in her debut novel, 
which follows fetish photographer Irina as she dismantles her 
archive in preparation for a London exhibition. Exploring gender 
roles, sexuality, consent and attraction, and cut through with all 
the hallmarks of the millennial experience, Boy Parts is funny and 
unsettling in equal measure.  

You dedicate this book to your parents but add: “Please don’t read 
this.” Did they read it and how worried are they about you?
They are yet to read the book! However they are heavily monitoring its 
stock levels across the North East. Booksellers beware!

Irina is a merciless predator but even her wildest acts get dismissed 
as playful, or a joke, and she is a slave to diet and beauty and herself a 
victim of sexual assault. Is female dominance a myth?
I suppose it depends on what you mean by female dominance. On a 
societal level, obviously yes. On an interpersonal level it depends. I think 
the idea that a woman can be interpersonally dominant or abusive isn’t 
undermined by the fact she’s subject to the risks and pressures of living 
under a patriarchal society. 

Was it liberating or disturbing to write such a depraved character and 
her acts?
I don’t really think I thought much about this being liberating or 
disturbing. I’ll preface this by saying that I’m pretty desensitised to 
media which heavily features sex, drugs and violence. I generally consider 
taboo topics to be completely valid narrative devices, like any other. Sex, 
violence and substances are all part of the human experience, and I don’t 
think I applied any special weight to them. I appreciate that my approach 
to taboo topics is more confrontational that a lot of other authors. But 
I think my approach is more honest than, say, a crime fiction author who 
may have an entire story built around investigating brutal attacks on a 
string of women, but never asks how this affected the victims in the long 
term or the people around them. 
 
You explore the boundary between fetish art and porn in the novel. 
Were you exploring a similar boundary in writing and how did you 
ensure you stayed on the right side of it?
I think there’s a huge difference between the direct visual stimuli 
photography provides (pornographic or artistic) and fiction. With 
images, the artist’s intention doesn’t hugely matter and it’s quite easy to 
unintentionally produce a pornographic image; one man’s “tasteful nude” 
could still easily be read as erotic regardless of its intention, particularly 
when viewed through a male gaze. The “problem” of the female nude 
in visual art (essentially being that it cannot be protected from the 
male gaze) has been talked about to death, and I thought it would be 
interesting to subvert that male gaze and have Irina look at men the way 
male photographers look at their subjects. 

Literature is a very different beast, and the writer’s intention is a lot 
more important. While it’s very easy to try and write something sexy 
and spectacularly fail, I think it’s rather difficult to accidentally write 
erotica. Essentially, I didn’t intend to write something pornographic and 
took great pains to make the sex scenes in the novel as uncomfortable 
and ugly and raw as possible, and I think that’s quite important. But, 
ultimately, everything is pornographic to someone and your intention will 
only ever go so far, regardless if you’re working in prose or visually. 
 
The novel follows Irina as she unboxes her archive of work and as 
memories are triggered she becomes dislocated from reality. What 
were you exploring about memory, trauma and art as documentation?

The narrative uncovered by Irina’s archive runs parallel to her present 
day breakdown. As Irina’s photography and personal history become 
increasingly dark, so does her present. The archive was both a way for 
the reader to learn more about what made Irina the way she is, and for 
her past to run parallel with her present. Cyclical violence and abuse, 
patterns of behaviour repeating: these are important themes, and play 
in to the way trauma is presented in the novel. I’m interested in the idea 
of “traumatic re-enactment”, when people repeat traumatic relationships 
and events from their past and compulsively place themselves in harm’s 
way (physically or emotionally). 

One could look at Irina’s present narrative as a traumatic re-enactment 
of her past, and see other characters in the novel trapped in this cycle 
with her, with Irina serving as the new source of their trauma. This fits in 
with the ideas around the photograph as a reliable document or merely 
an impression of something. The presumption of veracity in photography 
is discussed, and Irina seems to chase, not so much a truthful 
photograph, but the idea of the photograph as definitive documentation, 
as proof she has existed, and created something which matters, and 
which people will remember. At the same time, images of herself cause 
her anxiety – the image is fixed at that moment in time, where her real life 
body is ageing, and decaying. In a similar state of decay is her memory. I 
think memory is something which is entirely unreliable and plastic, and is 
presented in the novel as such. Irina, through her substance abuse issues, 
often lacks a definitive grasp on her memory, and on reality in general. 
Photography is a way for Irina to take back control; on one level it allows 
her to control men (who have harmed her in the past) and on another it 
allows her to control the narrative, to control how she is remembered 
and, in a way, to harness a kind of immortality. 
 
You credit a group of anonymous intellectuals known as the K Hole 
Flirters for facilitating the research that went into the novel. While 
obviously respecting their anonymity, can you tell us a bit about their 
insights? And was the research purely academic, or did you go gonzo 
at all?
Oh, this is just the name of the group chat I’m in with friends. A good 

READING ROOM
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When I was a child, every few weeks 
or so, my mother and sisters and 
I would drive north on the 405 
freeway past the greenish hills 
into the San Fernando Valley to 
visit my Auntie Joan in her current 
living facility. Auntie Joan was 
older than my mother by five 
years, red-haired, gentle, funny, 
and was always so happy to see 
us. Sometimes she was in a more 
institutional building: a hospital, 
or a formal clinic. Sometimes my 
mother and grandmother had found 
her housing in a warm co-operative 
kind of home, or a home for the elderly. She wasn’t elderly but regardless, 
Auntie Joan needed care because she was prone to psychotic episodes 
due to a severe bipolar diagnosis, and at this time, the 1970s, treatments 
were less sophisticated and she was on a heavy and clumsy cocktail of 
meds that often needed adjustment. She also struggled with learning, 
was what one might called intellectually disabled, and could not live on 
her own. She was also deeply sweet. The visits were a combination of so 
many feelings: warmth, guilt, gratitude, irritation, confusion, worry, love. 

The Butterfly Lampshade, my latest novel, is directly and indirectly 
related to all of this. In the book, the main character, Francie, has a 
mother who suffers from psychotic episodes, and as a child, she changes 
cities to move in with her aunt when her mother can no longer safely take 
care of her. None of this happened in my world, but what does feel like 
the motor of the novel is something recognisable to me about all of these 
family members, bludgeoned by illness, processing illness, loving each 
another and worrying about each other. 

While considering all this, I found inspiration and comfort from The 
Center Cannot Hold by Elyn Saks (Hachette), a truly extraordinary 
memoir that chronicles this lawyer’s experience with schizophrenia. 
Same with Esme Weijun Wang’s remarkable essay collection The 
Collected Schizophrenias (Penguin). I also found 
Marilynne Robinson’s classic Housekeeping (Faber) 
extremely helpful because her pace is so assured, takes 
its time with confidence, and I found the way she told the 
story of two sisters so clear-eyed in its singularity. 

The Butterfly Lampshade by Aimee Bender is out now 
(Hutchinson)

OFF THE SHELF  PSYCHIATRIC DISORDERS
AIMEE BENDER

Being scared witless, a self-confessed adrenaline junkie and speed 
freak – back in the day at least – might count in my favour for writing 
what I know. If I throw in being a loner and drawn to the wilderness with 
occasional tree-hugging tendencies, then that allows me to imbue some 
of my characters and stories with a diverse sense of psychological 
insight to satisfy a reader’s desire for identification. If I mention 
incidents like being in a car chase pursued by the Stasi through the back 
streets of East Berlin in the 1970s and describe how hard it is to travel 
at speed over wet cobbled streets, then perhaps my readers will feel the 
jolts and the swerving, skidding car. Memory recall is buried deeply. 

In writing The Englishman I drew much from various experiences and 
the men I had served with while in the Paras. I came across legionnaires 
whose reasons for joining the French Foreign Legion were as diverse 
as anyone’s who joins up to embrace adventure or leave behind an 
unsatisfactory life. Dan Raglan is the Englishman who served in the 
Legion. The story races from London to Moscow and then the hell of a 
penal colony in the frozen wasteland of Eastern Russia. 

One of the first books I read about Russia is Gorky Park by Martin 
Cruz Smith (Simon & Schuster). It’s an intriguing story of a Moscow cop 
in the Soviet era. One I would recommend. More recently Robert Harris’s 
Archangel (Arrow) is a vibrant story of a crumbling Moscow in the 1950s. 
Beria, the feared head of Stalin’s secret police, buries a secret after 
Stalin’s death. The intriguing story also captures the desolation of the 
frozen north. 

Icon by Freddie Forsyth (Corgi) is one of the best. Forsyth unravels 
the political intrigue and danger of the new millennium as Russia faces 
anarchy. It’s set in 1999 but serves not only as a gripping 
thriller but a fictional reminder of the power behind the 
throne today. A firm favourite is Tom Rob Smith’s Child 
44 (Simon & Schuster). The film never matched the 
urgency of the book.

The Englishman by David Gilman is out now  
(Head of Zeus)

OFF THE SHELF  WRITING WHAT YOU KNOW
DAVID GILMAN

chunk of them work in academia or teach, so that was just sort of a jokey 
reference to my pals and their jobs, and the many slightly ropey house 
parties we’ve attended over the years. Which I suppose you could class as 
gonzo research!     
 
What are the challenges of being a northern artist/writer at home and 
in London, and are there any advantages?
At home, the challenge primarily comes from the lack of overall 
opportunities available to writers, and a general separation from the 
publishing industry. Of course there are creative writing MAs, various 
theatres and organisations like New Writing North and Mslexia – but it’s 
difficult to access things you simply aren’t aware of. Even when you do 
become aware of the fantastic opportunities Newcastle’s arts scene 
does offer, they’re thin on the ground compared to London and incredibly 
competitive as a result. I was really, really lucky to get onto New Writing 
North’s New Writers’ Talent Fund, and I consider it to be a genuinely life 
changing experience. 

ANTONIA CHARLESWORTH 
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JASON ISAACS
Actor, Lucius Malfoy in the Harry Potter series, aged 57

 
The first thought I have about advising my younger self is that nothing 
I could say would make the slightest bit of difference because I never 
listened to a word that anyone ever told me. I was convinced that nobody 
came from the same twisted, dark, cracked mould as I did, so advice from 
anybody else was coming from normal people from the normal world. 
What could they possibly understand about me and the noise in my head? 
I was terminally unique. I’ve always had an addictive personality and by 
the age of 16 I’d already passed through drink and was getting started on 
a decades-long love affair with drugs. Every action was filtered through 
a burning need I had for being as far from a conscious, thinking, feeling 
person as possible. No message would get through for nearly 20 years.
 
We’d moved from Liverpool to London when I was 11 and I’d dropped 
my accent overnight as soon as the first person took the piss. Never 
quite sure who to be in any company, even with my family, I reinvented 
myself at every turn to match requirements. I went to school with 
the great film reviewer Mark Kermode, and in his autobiography he 
remembers me as an incredibly confident kid who was the first person 
to take a skateboard to school and even to swear in class. That must 
have been true, to him, but to me – at least in my memory – it was all 
bluff. Maybe that’s true for all teenagers, but I was keenly aware and 
self-conscious about it even at the time. I was a pro skateboarder 
and was completely different characters with completely different 
accents down at the South Bank, at school, or out with my much older, 
local friends. To know me was to know someone who took the piss 
constantly, tried hard to be thought of as clever and funny and cynical, 
and who avoided anything that approached honesty, vulnerability or, 
god forbid, kindness – for which read weakness. I come from a family 
of four very competitive, argumentative brothers, a force-of-nature 
mum who had to have the last and loudest word and a dad who was 
shell-shocked by the artillery displays over the dinner table. There was 
definitely a version of love around but no time or space for kindness,  
or an understanding of why gentleness, apologies or compromise 
should ever have a place in the world. I probably felt like that right  
up until I met my wife. The guard was always up.
 
I remember the first time it came down and I got drunk. I was 12 and 
with my 14-year-old friend at his older sister’s wedding on Tottenham 
Court Road. The barman, who we thought at the time was a hero and 
I now realise belonged in prison, sneaked us a full bottle of Southern 
Comfort. We drank the entire thing in the toilet, then staggered out into 
the party, reeling around farcically. I vomited, fell on and pulled down a 

LETTER TO MY YOUNGER SELF

giant curtain, snogged a girl, god bless her (I’m so sorry if you’re reading 
this, I hope your life took a turn for the better after that), ran out into the 
street, vomited again, tripped, smashed my head open on the pavement 
and gushed blood all over my clothes. The next morning, I woke up with 
a splitting headache, stinking of puke with a huge scab and the memory 
of having utterly shamed myself. All I could think was, I cannot fucking 
wait to do that again. Why? I’ve no idea. Genes? Nurture? Star sign? I just 
know I chased the sheer ecstatic joy I felt that night for another 20 years, 
with increasingly dire consequences.
 
At age 19 I went to Bristol University to study law. I loved an argument 
– still do. I found myself surrounded by a lot of mind-bogglingly posh 
people that I hadn’t known really existed outside of comedy sketches. 
Sloane Rangers, as they were called then, with country houses and 
absurd nicknames, the men in uniforms of beige cords and stripy pink 
and white shirts. I did the thing I’d done my whole life, and instantly 
sounded and looked just like them. I’m not sure I fooled anyone, but, 
even so, I felt like I was undercover on an alien planet. Wandering 
through the union building after a couple of weeks, legless on 
subsidised beer, I saw a sign on a door saying: “Can you do a northern 
accent?” It was an audition for a play, though I’m not sure I realised.  
I went in and read in the Liverpool accent I’d buried years before, got 
cast, and suddenly my life changed. In the rehearsal room we were 
having real conversations about what makes humans who we are, 
peeling all the layers of fakery back, exploring how we get jealous, why 
we bully, why we love, why we hate – the building blocks of life. It didn’t 
matter who you were outside the room, what tribe you came from, 
whether you had the right uniform, the right voice, what baggage you 
had. Inside the rooms we were the raw ingredients. I felt, for the very 
first time, completely myself as myself. I just couldn’t get enough of it 
and spent the rest of my three years at university doing play after play, 
acting, producing, directing and living it.
 
When it was time to leave, I knew some people were applying to go to 
drama school, which just felt like the most remarkable act of hubris, 
completely ludicrous. We were amateurs. I’d never known anyone who 
worked in the arts or even had an artistic hobby. But it was only a tenner 
to audition and I’m embarrassingly competitive so I thought, fuck it, let’s 
see if I could have got in somewhere. Just for a laugh. Maybe I’ll keep the 
letter if I do. So, I went to audition at Central [Royal Central School of 
Speech and Drama, London] and after a recall this very tall, very posh 
fabulous woman – an Amazonian version of Julie Andrews – took me 
aside and said, we’d very much like to offer you a place in September.  
And I went, right, um, wow. She looked down at me, paused a beat, and 
said, with full Mary Poppins coolness: “I hope you’re not fucking us around 
– thousands of people apply for these fucking places, you know.” God 
no, I said, brilliant, amazing. Of course I’m coming. And I remember so 
clearly, walking down the road in Swiss Cottage, smoking a joint as usual, 
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and thinking to myself, have I just decided the course of the rest of my 
life because it’s what I really want to do? Or is it because a posh woman 
swore at me? I still don’t know, but I’m glad I did, not least because I met 
my wife Emma [Hewitt] at Central and without her… Without her there is 
no me that I recognise or would want to know.
 
Ironically, after I made this decision to be poor but happy instead of 
rich and vacuous, I’ve actually made a decent living but often been 
artistically bankrupt. I don’t measure my worth by career or financial 
success at all. That way madness lies. My mum spent her whole life 
working for and starting various charities and it was always clear to me 
that the purpose of life is to be of service, and when you are of service, 
it fills a void in you that nothing else can ever touch. I forgot that for a 
bit in my twenties and thirties, but I’ll never forget it again. So now I’m 
an ambassador for the Red Cross, Great Ormond Street, Marie Curie, 
Lumos, Bravehound and a good few others. I’ve spent most of lockdown 
trying to raise funds and awareness for a bunch of great causes whose 
donations have dried up. I’m sure The Big Issue has struggled, and I’m 
thrilled to see vendors on the street again. I don’t do it because I’m nice. 
I try and help the most vulnerable among us because any of us could be 
in any situation in a heartbeat but, mostly, because it makes me feel so 
much better than any shit I could do for myself or buy for myself. It’s 
really that simple – you help, you feel good. Money or time, charities 
will take either or both and use it well. I recommend it.
 
I think what would surprise the 16-year-old me is that I’m OK, that I 
manage to find simple happiness in simple things. Not always, not 
perfectly, but enough. I thought I was broken. I remember there being a 
moment, not long before I got clean, when it suddenly occurred to me 
that if everybody I knew died, literally every single person, I probably 
wouldn’t mind that much. In fact, I might like it, because then it would be 
an excuse to sit in a room by myself and take drugs and everybody else 
would say, well you know, fair enough, you heard what happened, didn’t 
you? I know now that’s not true and never was. I love, I feel, I connect, I 
care. We all do. The drugs weren’t a way of dealing with that sense of 
distance – the drugs were causing it. 
 
When I got clean, I remember my wife saying, OK, at last, we can finally 
buy a home and we can have kids and get on with our lives. And I said, 

Bottom left: Isaacs as Malfoy and a still from Scoob! in which he voices Dick Dastardly. Above photo: Evan Agostini/Shutterstock

I was convinced 
nobody came from 
the same twisted, 
dark, cracked 
mould as I did

actually, darling, I’ve just met you. What are you talking about? She 
said, we’ve been together for 10 years! I know, I said, and I’m really 
sorry, but I feel like I’ve just been born, and we have to date and get  
to know each other, see if we get on, if we like each other. You’ve never 
known me straight. I can’t believe she didn’t tell me to go and squat 
on a blender. I’ve subsequently asked her why she’d want to be with 
someone who was just out of their head the entire time. And she says 
she always knew, that she always loved who I really was and who I  
really could be. Risky!
 
Who I am is a permanent outsider. It’s a state of mind. I love the fact that 
I’m continually star struck and wouldn’t pretend otherwise. It happens 
constantly and I get to be constantly thrilled. I’m too old to pull off faking 
cool. On The Death of Stalin I was surrounded by comedy and acting 
gods – Michael Palin, Steve Buscemi, Simon Russell Beale and Paul 
Whitehouse to name just a few – and fanboyed openly as they talked me 
through all the Python films, the ending of Reservoir Dogs, the greatest 
Shakespeare plays and every single Fast Show sketch. Why pretend I’m 
not in awe?  
 
The most important thing I’ve learned is to live in the moment, to find 
ways to be grateful for the good things you have and if you’re not, to do 
something about it. Get some tools. When you break your knee you get 
treatment, and there’s no shame in doing the same for your emotions 
and your thought patterns. The conveyor belt is always moving forward 
and, personally, I have to watch out for a terrible instinct for nostalgia, 
which is all backwards emotion. If I’m not careful I can pore over old 
photos of when my teenage daughters still wanted to hang out with 
me, to cuddle, to nuzzle in my neck and ask me for a story. Sometimes 
I’m filled with despair that they’re building their own independent lives 
and then I’m reminded that’s only possible because Emma and I have 
done our job properly. Or she has and I didn’t try and give any of my 
crappy advice.

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

 
Jason Isaacs voices Dick Dastardly in Scoob!, available to download 
digitally now
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BRAINWORK
CROSSWORD 1350

CRYPTIC CLUES: ACROSS 
1. Wash clothes like te? It has __ 

_____ (7)
5. Sailor from east leaves sinking 

ship (3)
7. Not being drunk, Sir, I go, but 

take award instead (5)
8. Young scout in charge, a bit 

more than square (5)
9. Find amusement in staff unity 

(3)
10. Put it in gravy, to give it weight 

(7)
11. North Yorkshire racecourse 

first dreams of ace of hearts, 
say (3,4)

13. Jumping ape found in pod (3)
14. Planet to have short star 

returning (5)
15. Whelped losing power, but 

increased (5)
16. Trims inside edge (3)
17. Punch distilled as grain (7)

CRYPTIC CLUES: DOWN 
1. Will it be proof to the ravages 

of time, back in climbing 
reversal? (4,7)

2. Town setting for Braun mixer 
(5)

3. Half pints of porter might stop 
the glare? (4,7)

4. Drunk in a car, fallen into poor 
condition (4,3,4)

5. Teacher initially reads ancient 
biblical book intensely (5)

6. Catch a dairy smoothie, it could 
make your heart beat faster (11)

12. Material study I’m adding to (5)
13. Daily gruel served to queen (5)

ACROSS:  1. Must, 3. Ashes, 6. Col
7. Crime, 8. Aspic, 9. Ill-begotten
12. Vampire bats, 17. Lodge
18. Sling, 19. Act, 20. Islam, 21. Best

DOWN:  1. Machiavelli, 2. Skill
3. Alamo, 4. Hop it, 5. Second sight
6. Cede, 10. Bap, 11. Tub, 13. Model
14. I-beam, 15. East, 16. Alike

LAST WEEK’S SOLUTIONS

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

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

SUDOKU

QUICK CLUES: ACROSS
1. Hide origin of money (7)
5. Rodent (3)
7. Like a judge? (5)
8. Box-like (5)
9. Gaiety (3)
10. Attraction of massive objects 

(7)
11. Sent off when this shown (3,4)
13. Sweet flower (3)
14. Roman goddess (5)
15. Raised (5)
16. Lip (3)
17. Fruit drink (7)

QUICK CLUES: DOWN 
1. No obsolescence, it will…. (4,7)
2. Name of a Pope (5)
3. Shades (4,7)
4. State of neglect (4,3,4)
5. Jewish scholar (5)
6. Accelerated pulse (11)
12. Stuff of jeans (5)
13. On which one writes (5)

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

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

TALKING THERAPIES
ADMINISTRATOR 
(MACCLESFIELD)

TO ADVERTISE IN THIS 
MAGAZINEPLEASE 
CONTACT CLAIRE LAWTON 
EMAIL: CLAIRE.LAWTON@
THEBIGLIFEGROUP.COM
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