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1
            Introduction

         

         Maggie Turner invented something you will be familiar with, even if you don’t know its name. The item she created became ubiquitous in the anti-Brexit world, a cultural symbol so potent and recognisable, so – in the true sense of the word – iconic, that it is now in the collection of the British Museum.

         Turner, who had moved to Bath with her husband when he retired, having spent much of her life in London, had been ‘devastated’ by the result of the Brexit vote in June 2016. By the autumn of 2016 she had become heavily involved with a local group called Bath for Europe. ‘There were a lot of talented people, tech-savvy people and people good at marketing [and] publicity,’ in the group, which Turner describes as very active, with a core of around a dozen people organising speakers and street stalls and generally agitating against Brexit. They weren’t acting in isolation: around the country, people who’d never before been particularly political were taking to the streets over Brexit, talking and thinking about politics in a way they hadn’t before. Fairly quickly, by October or November of 2016, 2the group ‘got merchandise’, Turner remembers. ‘And then I thought, well, I wonder what I could do… would a hat be a good idea?’

         She thought about it further and eventually, inspiration struck: ‘Perhaps I saw a beret or something on somebody and I thought, “God, that could actually work,” and so I made this, my first prototype.’ Speaking on Zoom, she held the prototype up to the camera. I was looking at a blue beret with yellow stars stuck around the edge. This was one of the last of the almost seventy interviews I conducted for this book; by the time I spoke to Turner, I was very much immersed in the world of the campaign for a second EU referendum. So much so, in fact, the transcript reveals that upon seeing the first prototype, I told her it was ‘like looking at history’. Embarrassing, retrospectively, to catch oneself being starstruck by a hat, but I was.

         In my defence, it was not just any hat. They were initially, Turner explains, called the ‘Original Bath Beret’, owing to their city of origin, but shortly afterwards were redubbed the ‘bEUret’ (you just say it like beret). At first, Turner bought berets from Amazon and a team of volunteers sat around her kitchen table sticking the stars on by hand. ‘They were immediately so popular,’ she explains. ‘I remember we went on our first march and we sold sixty.’

         They had a hit on their hands and couldn’t keep on producing them in Turner’s house. They needed to scale up. As Turner remembers, ‘We realised that we were going to have to formalise it, because we were selling quite a few, and I had to become a sole trader.’ After that, she ‘had to find somebody to 3manufacture them’. Turner says she ‘tried all through Europe,’ but it was ‘really difficult. So I ended up in China.’

         The process was ‘really complicated, because when the first consignment of berets [came] over here, you [had] to pay import duty, transport costs, VAT, custom charges.’ But once the mass-produced bEUrets had arrived, they were in business. People began to order them online. Turner says, ‘We were sending them to Europe. I’ve sent them to America, and we were sending them all over the country.’ She thinks a grand total of 4,807 berets were sold that way, through online shipment; if you ordered one, you would also get some anti-Brexit currency that they’d mocked up. Turner showed me these, too. One featured Boris Johnson. ‘That’s the Bank of Brexit Lies, three hundred and fifty million,’ Turner explains, a reference to the infamous ‘We send the EU £350 million a week, let’s fund our NHS instead’ campaign bus. Another, from the ‘Imperial Bank of Brexit’, featured former Tory MP Jacob Rees-Mogg.

         As well as selling the bEUrets online, at other times Turner and her fellow activists would simply bring large quantities of them to anti-Brexit demonstrations to sell there. For the big London marches, Turner would ‘park the car on Park Lane and [it] would be absolutely bunged full of these berets in Lidl carrier bags’.

         The berets were sold for a tenner. The money covered the production costs, with the rest going to a range of anti-Brexit organisations. Turner says they gave a total of £38,000 to organisations including Open Britain, Our Future Our Choice (OFOC), For our Future’s Sake (FFS), SODEM, Led 4by Donkeys, the Good Law Project, Britain for Europe and the People’s Vote itself. Of these, Turner and the bEUret team had a particularly close relationship with SODEM, Steve Bray’s protest group, who they would often join on Parliament Square. ‘We got to know them. We gave them loads of berets to sell,’ Turner remembers.

         In addition to selling them, supporters would often try to get them into the hands (and onto the heads) of movement notables. As Turner remembers, ‘People gave them to Ian Dunt, Dominic Grieve, Alastair Campbell, James O’Brien. I wrote to the Ukrainian embassy and asked that they send it on to [Volodymyr] Zelensky.’ While a picture exists of Campbell donning one of the blue hats, I have yet to see evidence that Zelensky has made use of this gift. The bEUret joined Instagram in January 2019; posts show bales of new stock, alongside activists and celebrities – both micro and otherwise, from Bob Geldof to Femi Oluwole – posing with the hats.

         The Brexit years were hectic for Turner and her comrades. ‘We were just so busy,’ she explains. ‘We went on all the major marches in London: there was the Unite [for Europe] march in 2017, the People’s Vote march in June ’18, the People’s Vote march in October ’18, the Rejoin March, we went to Lib Dem conferences, went to Conservative conferences, went to the Cheltenham rallies.’ As Bath for Europe’s members were, unsurprisingly, based in Bath, a frequent target for their protests was Jacob Rees-Mogg, then the MP for North West Somerset, who lived ‘about ten miles away’. Turner remembers ‘going around his area and getting moved away by the police’.

         5One particular high point took place at the Last Night of the Proms in 2018, when Turner and the bEUret team conspired with a group called the EU Flag Mafia (most famous as the source of the rectangular yellow ‘Bollocks to Brexit’ stickers). The Flag Mafia had given out flags, and Turner supplied them with ‘over 500 berets’ to give to attendees of the Proms. ‘There were so many of these berets, all these people wearing the berets. And you know, it was really good, because it was quite international, and the BBC couldn’t do anything about it and everyone got really upset.’ Turner’s attitude here chimed with those of many I spoke to: the strange, anarchic and stubborn spirit of older, previously not hugely political, people doing activism, often viewing getting under the right people’s skin as a victory in and of itself.

         In the years after the Brexit vote, the bEUret became shorthand for a whole cultural and political movement: the battle armour of the ardent Remainer who refuses to give up the cause. Directly after the vote in June 2016, the likes of Turner were essentially out on their own, with a Conservative majority in Parliament making it look like Theresa May would have a comparatively straightforward time of it passing a Brexit deal. After Labour’s surprisingly strong performance at the 2017 election, however – depriving May of her majority, off the back, in good part, of voters unhappy about Brexit, despite Labour having no pledge to reverse it – a political space opened up to contest Brexit.

         Parliament simultaneously ground to a halt and went into overdrive over how, exactly, we would be leaving the European 6Union; while there was as much attention on Westminster as there’s ever been, it was getting next to nothing done. I spoke to a think-tank researcher who was at the time working to ‘track all the different bills that were going through Parliament’. It was, they noted, ‘really striking’ how much ‘everything other than Brexit had ground to a halt’. At one point in 2019, they say, ‘If I recall correctly, the only government bill going through Parliament was the Animals in Circuses Bill, which my manager took great glee in telling me applied to, I think, a total of eleven animals, including a snake called Steve.’ As the journalist Henry Mance put it, ‘Between the general elections of 2017 and 2019, Britain was suspended in mid-air.’1 In this vacuum, Turner and co. became the foot soldiers of the anti-Brexit push.

         The tool that this push ultimately swung behind was a new vote, a second referendum on Brexit (although its advocates would generally discourage use of the term ‘second referendum’, viewing it as bad advertising for the proposal). The idea itself was coterminous with the initial decision to leave: once there was Brexit, there was a call for a new referendum. The barrister Jolyon Maugham would write about it on his blog on 24 June 2016, and a petition calling for a new vote was quickly launched: ‘We the undersigned call upon HM Government to implement a rule that if the Remain or Leave vote is less than 60 per cent based on a turnout less than 75 per cent there should be another referendum.’ This was somewhat different in form to later campaigns, which would focus on a vote on a final deal, but clearly springing from the same sentiments. The 7petition garnered 4,150,262 signatures and was debated on 5 September 2016.2

         I lost count of the number of people I interviewed who used the bEUret as a synecdoche when talking about the protest base of the anti-Brexit movement. ‘Lots of people at our marches weren’t just Remainers but blue berets with yellow star Remainers,’ explained one senior People’s Vote staffer. Often, they spoke quite pejoratively as they did so. ‘My strong view is that whatever we do to get back into the European Union’ in future, one person I spoke to told me, ‘it should not involve blue berets with yellow stars.’ The emotions inspired by this fairly non-aesthetic hat get at the heart of the problems of the anti-Brexit movement, which, in the years after the referendum, coalesced around the demand for a new vote. It was a political movement whose (for want of a better word) elite had a tortured relationship with its base, simultaneously completely dependent on it and deeply embarrassed by it – not unlike today’s Labour Party.

         In his excellent 2019 Guardian article on the cultural world and excesses of diehard Remainers, the journalist Daniel Cohen coined the term ‘Remainist’. Remainists are people who are not just exercised in their views on Europe but close to monomaniacal, dedicating themselves to a truly impressive degree to campaigning and protesting and talking about how much they wanted to stop Brexit. This monomania is often somewhat abstract from the European Union itself – indeed, I was struck in a handful of interviews with people who had spent years of their lives fighting Brexit by how shallow their 8thoughts on the institution itself were. As discussed further in Chapter 1, many felt it was a slight on their identity.

         If you’re trying to picture the Remainists in your mind’s eye, you’ve probably imagined them wearing a bEUret. They were the base – the money, the meat in the room, the MP emailers – of a political movement that would eventually sway the Labour Party and the SNP to its view that Britain needed a new referendum on Europe and managed to swallow the Liberal Democrats whole (if you remember, the party fought the 2019 election on a ‘revoke’ platform). Through fevered action and association, the ‘Remainists’ gave birth to the strange and distinctive culture that this book explores. I would contend that this culture took on more import than might have been expected for two reasons: firstly, because Brexit was so often understood in cultural as well as purely political terms, and, more mundanely, because despite gripping the nation, the political side of Brexit was not exciting to look at and so the more colourful manifestations of anti-Brexit sentiment received outsized coverage in the press.

         Many books about politics purport to be able to put the reader ‘in the room where it happens’. Various journalists are better- or worse-sourced, of course, and some can get closer to decisions than others, but I’ve never really liked this way of seeing politics, as contained in some far-off room to which you need to pick a sherpa-like guide and hope they can get you there. It’s undeniable that political decisions are made in rooms in Downing Street and Whitehall – or, for our purposes, around the copper-topped table at the Resolution 9Foundation with Alastair Campbell and Peter Mandelson, or in Roland Rudd’s offices on The Strand over what I’m told was ‘fucking good coffee’ – but political cultures are made in a far more diffuse and eclectic array of places. In Facebook groups; on the high streets of market towns; around Maggie Turner’s kitchen table with the felt stars and cloth glue; on marches; at meetings; and at the performances of Dance Europa, Swindon for Europe’s affiliated dance group, in Swindon town centre (there’s a lot of swishing, if you were wondering).

         The problem was, however, that the base and the culture they created was, well, kind of mad, out of touch with the country and made them often deeply alienating to advocates for their own cause. That this culture existed was notable and the times it existed in gave it exposure; that didn’t necessarily make it politically useful. The politicians and operatives who wanted what the activists wanted – to stop Brexit – needed them, but they also kept them at arm’s length, often treating them with something between embarrassment and disdain. In many ways, the ask that the anti-Brexit movement settled on and all ultimately swung behind – a new referendum – was a compromise between these two groups, pushing the grassroots activists to be more moderated (often somewhat unwillingly) and the political class to become more ambitious (somewhat ill-advisedly).

         This problem of internal dissonance was summed up best by Tom Baldwin, the director of communications for the People’s Vote campaign, who said that he felt the campaign he was so heavily involved in was ‘at its best … a reaction to the mess 10that Brexit had become, and at its worst, an expression of a sort of Remain ideology’.3

         I asked another People’s Vote staffer how they would describe ‘Remain ideology’. They detailed this worldview as such:

         
            Britain was quite a backwards country and as both a route to and a signalling of newfound openness, optimism and enlightenment, we joined the EU and did very, very well out of that, and it meant that we were closer together with all of our brilliant peers around Europe etc. and gave young people lots of opportunities, and unfortunately, a group of people who felt left behind by domestic, economic and political problems were fibbed to and used in order to ruin that for everyone else.

         

         I think this is as good an elucidation as you will find of the worldview of the people who made up the mass of this mass movement. Perhaps crucial here is the belief that Brexit was based on lies, which is common to almost everyone in the space (there is a reason why Maggie Turner and co. decided to send people fake money from the ‘Bank of Brexit lies’). The political scientist Rob Ford’s run-down of the attitude focuses more neatly on the view anti-Brexit campaigners had of Leave voters: ‘They were lied to, stupid. They are reactionary. They are wrong. The vote was not legitimate. The vote was not fair. They were misled by the media.’

         Following on from the view that lies are central to understanding why Brexit happened are two things: the idea that it is therefore fundamentally illegitimate and that anyone who 11voted for it was in some way deceived, very possibly because they were underinformed or, as the subtext of many assertions that people are underinformed goes, simply dim. As the academics Jonathan Moss, Emily Robinson and Jake Watts describe in their Mass Observation study of how people felt about Brexit, The Politics of Feeling in Brexit Britain, ‘In line with the dominant media narrative, Remain supporters frequently portrayed Leave voters as irrational, uneducated and motivated by negative emotions of fear and prejudice; they also expressed anger that they had made the “wrong” decision based on the “wrong” sources of information.’4

         This perspective was not limited to the base of the movement and was widespread across many Remain-favouring groups, often even written into the accounts of the event. Academic and the author of a history of the 1975 referendum Robert Saunders has argued, ‘Academics leaned heavily towards Remain in 2016,’ and then and in the years since, ‘much academic writing suggests a striking reluctance to engage with the opposing side as a serious moral or intellectual position.’5 Having surveyed research on the subject, Anand Menon, director of the think tank UK in a Changing Europe, told me, ‘What was absolutely staggering was the degree to which the academic literature’s starting point was, “We’re in the European Union. It’s a good thing. Let’s look at how it works.”’ To his view, ‘We failed as a profession I think, pretty badly,’ because there was such ‘normative buy-in’ to that premise, something which, he says, ‘people are very reluctant to admit to’. The historian Richard Bourke rebuked these very attitudes – as 12somewhat exemplified, he argues, by the Irish writer Fintan O’Toole’s 2018 book Heroic Failure, which discusses Brexit as the political fruit of post-war Britain’s own misjudged self-conception as simultaneously underdog and top dog – when he argued, ‘Secession from [the EU] might be a mistake, but it is hardly incomprehensible except by resort to a narrative of narrow-minded prejudice.’6

         Resorting to this narrative is, if you’re a historian or a political scientist, lazy. If you’re a politician – or perhaps more correctly, someone attempting to do politics – it’s absolutely fatal. ‘Brexit made everyone feel like they were a political expert,’ one People’s Vote staffer told me, ‘and not everyone is.’ As the political scientist Rob Ford put it to me, ‘I always think with any kind of political campaign, a good test is to imagine you were on the receiving end of it. What would your reaction be, right, if you were told you voted for this thing but actually you were duped? Would you be convinced by that?’

         While many people working on the People’s Vote campaign and in the wider movements were keenly aware of the problem of the patronising logic of a ‘concentrate and ask again’ approach to Brexit, implicit in campaigning for a new vote, it was never one they quite managed to solve. As one person involved in the campaign put it, despite ‘superhuman’ efforts from the comms team under Tom Baldwin, ‘I don’t think there is a way in which you say to however many million people you were wrong, without saying you were wrong.’ There are, they say, ‘better and worse ways of saying you were wrong, 13but fundamentally, you are just saying to someone you were wrong, and it’s not that you were wrong ten years ago… you were wrong two years ago. And obviously you can say that without saying it’s because you’re a moron or it’s because you’re gullible or because you’re thick, and it’s better when you don’t say any of those things. But you’re still saying to somebody, you’re wrong, right?’ As Rob Ford puts it, ‘Any campaign that was built around that impulse was doomed because you are starting from a position of not respecting the legitimacy of the choice that people who disagree with you made.’

         These people at the top, in the anti-Brexit boardrooms, trying to square the circle of telling the nation they were wrong – who were they? The answer to this is the same as it would be in many political campaigns and parties, only perhaps more so: mostly white men of a certain age, who were, just like the people manning the street stalls, really feeling things about Britain leaving the European Union. In this category one finds Roland Rudd, the businessman who chaired the Open Britain board and his longstanding friend, the journalist Hugo Dixon; a bevy of New Labour grandees, including Alastair Campbell, Peter Mandelson and Andrew Adonis; former Labour spinner Tom Baldwin and former Lib Dem spinner James McGrory; Superdry owner Julian Dunkerton, who donated significant sums; and former Conservative health secretary Stephen Dorrell. They were people who had had successful careers and a nominally sound understanding of British politics. Their response to Brexit, however, was none too different from the 14denizens of Bath for Europe: they were horrified and they wanted to do something about it.

         As one People’s Vote staffer put it:

         
            I also think that for a lot of middle-aged, upper-middle-class men who had worked in politics but hadn’t been successful politicians, it felt like this enormous opportunity, their ’60s in Paris, like it was this moment where everything was up in the air and maybe, finally, everyone will listen to my really interesting ideas about proportional representation, you know. And that’s quite a heady combination, I think, if you feel like people have stolen the thing that made you feel good about yourself but that that might present you with an opportunity to finally be fêted as the genius you are.

         

         The people – mostly men – in this category would be central within the People’s Vote campaign’s rise to media and political prominence. They would also be the key players in the dramatic struggle for control which led to its implosion.

         Perhaps all this is unsurprising. In one People’s Vote staffer’s reckoning, ‘FOMO and vanity’ motivated many of those involved at senior levels. ‘I think FOMO and vanity and a sense of duty often are actually slightly more hand in hand than we like to think.’ Another person involved in the campaign put a slightly harsher spin on it, noting that in recent years we’ve begun to have conversations about what to do with retired politicians, ‘but we also just don’t really know what to do with, like, 15retired heads of communications or retired special advisers.’ Idle hands are the devil’s playthings: Frank Sinatra can have a cold, but Alastair Campbell probably shouldn’t have FOMO.

         How well the whole thing went is a matter of debate: zero-sum outcomes (they did not secure a new vote and Britain left the European Union in January 2020) do somewhat obscure the successes of the campaign in shifting MPs and making the whole idea seem plausible. ‘At the start, you could fit the MPs really up for it in the back of a cab,’ Alastair Campbell has said.7 That number grew significantly. In the House of Commons, amendments backing a new vote failed by small margins. The idea was taken seriously by the political mainstream. Henry Mance describes the People’s Vote campaign as ‘a case study in political near-misses’. Personally, while in some ways simply factual, this is not how I would assess the campaign, as I tend to think it over-weights the viability of a new vote.

         Who am I? What are my motives in all of this? Why did I find myself moved to spend so much time considering the semiotics of the bEUret? Politically and professionally, I come from the Labour Party, a place famously obsessed with its own internal world. But say what you like about Labour’s solipsism, the party has had time to work on it. Its psychodrama has been well over a century in the making. While drawing from many pre-existing strands and organisations, the campaign for a new referendum after the Brexit vote interests me because it was a political culture (and, in fact, many political organisations) built from scratch, one which rose and fell on 16fast forward in the glitchy years of the 2017–19 parliament. It had its own micro-celebrities, a distinctive visual culture (so distinctive that art historian Noni Stacey has written an entire book about the photography and art of the Brexit debate), its own slogans and hashtags and paraphernalia. In the reporting of this book, I saw an adult woman wearing a T-shirt that said ‘Testiculae ad Brexitum’ on it. It means ‘Bollocks to Brexit’ in Latin. From a political communications standpoint, this is disastrous. From a cultural analysis angle, it’s an incredibly rich text.

         However, while I might find it a rich text – sufficiently rich to have interviewed dozens and dozens of people and spent countless hours writing and thinking about it – it is worth staking out here, in the Introduction, my view on it all, which is also, ultimately, the view of the book you are about to read. I came to the UK from Ireland in 2015. I voted to Remain and I hold only an Irish passport, but whatever my views on the referendum’s outcome, I have never thought a second referendum was a good idea. I didn’t think so at the time, when I was a student and then a junior political aide; I don’t think so now, eight years and many interviews later. If you’re of the second-vote persuasion, as many people reading this will no doubt be, you may disagree with me, perhaps violently, but tough. It’s my book.

         People will tell you they got close, they almost got it over the line, twelve votes in the House, more were in the pipeline, MPs were talking, they were softening, if only… I don’t believe it. In as much as you can ever make definitive claims 17about the probability of events that did not happen, I do not believe the parliamentary maths was ever there. The People’s Vote campaign was arguably (and impressively) more successful than it should have had any right to be, but there was a ceiling. All it was ever going to get was close. But just because something isn’t possible, doesn’t mean it isn’t important. ‘I often feel covering politics is a bit like covering the witch craze in early modern Germany,’ says the journalist Stephen Bush. ‘You’ve got to accept that people believe in witches, right? And they will make decisions that are not in their own interests [based on this belief].’ To him, the campaign for a new vote was in this category, but that meant, viable or not, it was ‘a serious force that I had to understand in order to understand and cover well both the passage of Brexit through the House of Commons and the fate of the Labour Party’.

         That does not mean that I think the people involved in it were stupid or making a particularly drastic misjudgement. Many of them do not think it was a good idea themselves, whether they made that assessment at the time or with hindsight. ‘In my heart of hearts I did not think a second referendum was a good idea,’ says Remainiacs host Ros Taylor. Mike Buckley, who founded and ran the organisation Labour for a People’s Vote, speculated that

         
            had Remain world remained more unified and focused… [but] we will never know the answers. My guess is [it would not have made a difference] because I suspect that enough MPs would have still thought, you know what, this is a bad 18idea. The people voted, that’s democracy, right? And in the end, I’ve actually probably come around to those people’s view.

         

         Another person who spent years of their life working for a new referendum struck a similar note: ‘The second referendum was the idealists’ approach, and actually, the Lisa Nandys of this world, who know a thing or two about how to do politics, were probably right in pushing for a customs union, because that’s where the arithmetic was politically.’ Another who worked for various pro-second vote organisations said simply that they ‘now don’t actually believe we should have had a second referendum anyway,’ adding that it likely ‘would have made things worse’. But at the time, the witch craze was on. People were swept along by the momentum of the ask for a new vote.

         Some people even suspect that the second referendum campaign was more than just a bad idea: it was an actively harmful one, which, by fostering a double-or-nothing mindset, stood in the way of a more moderated Brexit deal. Plenty of people, however, reject this framing, arguing that it presupposes a context that was in fact created by the People’s Vote campaign and their allies. That is to say, a hypothetical softer Brexit is only politically imaginable to us because of the work put in and space created by anti-Brexit campaigners.

         In Britain, Brexit was the defining event of the last decade, both politically but also, more so than almost any political event, culturally. People understood it at an identity level. By June 2018, Leave and Remain had already eclipsed party 19affiliations in a survey of political self-description: ‘Voters are far more likely to declare a Brexit identity than they are to say that they have a party identity.’8

         If you have lived in the UK in the intervening years, you will likely know what these identities mean and will have a ready cultural script of ‘the unthinking Leave voter and the patronising Remainer’.9 It’s not always an especially accurate one – no script encompassing millions of people can be – but it is one that has informed our politics and our social understanding in the years hence. Much of the work to define this script, however, was done after the fact of the vote by, among others, the people featured in this book and by the culture the anti-Brexit movement created. This culture often left a more lasting impression than the politics it grew from – you can still recognise the bEUret, but you probably can’t remember the details of the Kyle–Wilson amendment – and for people interested in class, activism, political communications and Brexit, it remains a rich text. Testiculae ad Brexitum, indeed. 20
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23
            Chapter 1

            The Grassroots

         

         The 2016 referendum result took many people by unpleasant surprise. In Newcastle, Yvonne Wancke was ‘horrified, shocked’ about what she described as ‘probably one of the worst results that I’ve ever been aware of’. In Spain, where Sue Wilson has lived for eighteen years, she was ‘completely shocked’ and likened the process to grieving:

         
            I really can’t say that I’ve been affected by something so strongly, other than a close death in the family before, so much so that it took me three weeks to regain my equilibrium. I was actually bursting into tears for no apparent reason, getting angry for no apparent reason.

         

         In Leeds, Richard Wilson was ‘appalled by the result of the referendum, absolutely appalled’. In Sunderland, Louise Brown had ‘thought it would be fine’ and woken up to a ‘horrible result and a very unexpected result’. In Oxford, Colin Gordon hadn’t been sure of a victory but had nonetheless found himself regarding the outcome with ‘a level of shock’.

         24With the exception of Richard Wilson, a Green Party activist, none of these people had engaged in political activism very much beforehand, although they mostly profess a left-of-centre politics. They had largely sat out the referendum campaign, but their strong feelings about the result compelled them to action. Setting up groups, running street stalls, attending protests and writing to politicians, they would all spend significant portions of the next years of their lives engaged in grassroots pro-European activism. These people and people like them would form the engine and often set the tone of the anti-Brexit and pro-second referendum movements. They were what made these efforts not just political campaigns, but a genuine grassroots social movement.

         Like them, Tom Brufatto was, by his own account, ‘not involved in politics’ before the referendum, although he had become a Labour member after Cameron had won the election. He was starting his career, working at Rolls-Royce as an aeronautical engineer (he advises me to say aeronautical instead of just engineer; otherwise, apparently, people think of cars) and living in Bristol. In the last week of the referendum campaign he’d delivered some leaflets with Labour In because he’d been worried about the outcome. When the result was as he’d feared, he decided to get active and did so in a very 2016 way: he started a Facebook page and called it ‘Bristol for Europe’. He remembers that ‘in days it had reached a thousand or so members’.

         Brufatto recalls a pretty ‘tumultuous’ pro-European scene in the immediate aftermath of the referendum. He drove to 25London for an early protest in Parliament Square, but ‘there really weren’t that many of us there’. There were a lot of people trying to get things going in the post-Brexit, anti-Brexit space, but nothing was really sticking:

         
            There was something called Project Remain for a while, which lasted for a short period, then there was March for Europe, which was a protest group that was run by one of the founders of Secret Cinema that lasted for a short period of time, just to name a few.

         

         He connected offline with some people from his Facebook group: ‘We decided to formalise the group, set it up, and Bristol for Europe grew from there and I became its chair’. Soon, he connected with people in London and ended up as chair of a national umbrella organisation for local groups like his. It was called ‘Britain for Europe’.

         Around the country, others were thinking and doing along similar lines, many coming into contact with Britain for Europe as they did so. Wancke and Brown were among those who founded North East for Europe; Richard Wilson became chair of Leeds for Europe. Maggie Turner, the inventor of the bEUret, became active in Bath for Europe. In December of 2016, Gordon found his way to his first meeting of Oxford for Europe, with three or four people in a busy pub in St Clement’s. He tells me his ‘first assignment’ as a newly minted activist was to ‘go to Leeds for a joint meeting of the embryonic affiliated groups of Britain for Europe’. He had also joined Facebook for 26the first time after the referendum result and was beginning to ‘fight the good fight’ online, joining pro-European groups like ‘The 48%’, a group where many of the activists profiled here would hang out, organising, setting the world to rights and ‘arguing with trolls’.

         Abroad, Sue Wilson (no relation to Richard) was soon heavily involved in running Bremain in Spain, which came to work closely with Britain for Europe. She quickly became chair, and estimates that in the years after the referendum, she spent about seventy hours a week on running Bremain in Spain, working seven days a week. One person working in the space remembers receiving daily press releases from her, which they described as ‘terrible press strategy’, evincing a ‘total misunderstanding of how the media works’ but nonetheless ‘actually quite effective and impressive in its own wide-eyed kind of way’.

         Beyond ‘people similarly horrified and activated by Brexit’, it is worth spending a bit of time thinking about who the people involved in these nascent anti-Brexit movements actually were. For the full picture on this, you are best off reading The Failure of Remain, by political scientists Stijn van Kessel and Adam Fagan. Their book focuses itself on understanding the grassroots anti-Brexit movement by, among other things, conducting a study of participants. One of the more revealing statistics in the book is a demographic look at who those participants were. Of those they surveyed, 87 per cent were forty-five and older and 41 per cent were sixty-five or older. Some 58 per cent of them had a postgraduate qualification and 27fewer than 10 per cent finished formal education at eighteen or younger.1

         In short, they are old and they are middle class. They probably went to university at a time when far, far fewer people did than do today. This fits with the general perception of the pro-European movement in the media and in general discussion. It also fits with the impressions I gathered in researching this book and with the view that those I interviewed had about the demographics of their own movement. Asked about who made up the base of his Leeds for Europe group, Richard Wilson said ‘middle-class people, well-educated’ people. One Lincolnshire for Europe activist told Fagan and van Kessel that there was ‘a tendency for it to look very white and very middle class’, while someone active in the European Movement dubbed it ‘pale, male and stale’.2

         While speaking with Adam Fagan, who is in his fifties and a professor of European politics at King’s College London, he remarked that one of the things that had really struck him when interviewing activists was that they were almost all ‘my age and older’. Part, I suspect, of the reason why Brufatto came to be the one running Britain for Europe is that he was fairly young and vital. In the land of the pensioner, the 26-year-old man is king – this is a dynamic which, thanks to the anti-Brexit movement’s odd relationship with young people and youth campaigners, we will see recurring throughout the book.

         Fagan and van Kessel spend some time comparing the anti-Brexit protest movement to groups on the continent, such as the pro-EU federalist group Volt, but in truth, these groups 28had little precedent in the UK. Anand Menon remembers ‘thinking it was very ironic’ that ‘it took us leaving for us to develop a pro-European grassroots movement, which we’d never really had when we were in the EU’.

         The quip that comes up again and again in these discussions about the demographics of the activists who made up the anti-Brexit campaign is the assertion that the big London protests that would come in 2018 and 2019 looked like ‘the longest Waitrose queue in history’. This is, obviously, a pejorative assessment, but taking it as the assessment of class and age it is meant as, it is one which is broadly borne out. I would also hazard that it would be likely further borne out by more studies.

         The rejoinder to this is that, in fact, the demographics of people who actively do politics in the UK are, well, disproportionately old and middle class. It’s not a Remainer problem, you might argue: it’s a Labour problem, a Tory problem, a politics problem. It’s a fair observation, but I would argue it doesn’t entirely take the edge off the demographics at play in the Remainer grassroots. We are, after all, not talking about strict party politics; we’re talking about a protest movement. There is also a degree of self-direction at play in the pro-European grassroots. Similar demographics appear within, say, the Labour Party too, but within other structures they are not so self-directing because they are intercut and diluted by a range of other factors. Its independence makes the anti-Brexit social movement, I believe, the purer ID of the liberal middle classes.

         Real though it is, you can overstretch and overread this 29demographic reality; it’s possible to use it to project onto the entire movement an air of elitism and inauthenticity, to what I would consider an ultimately misleading end. But just as you shouldn’t overread it, it is foolish to try to minimise or deny that the demographic make-up of the grassroots of the anti-Brexit movement was a certain way and that meant that it wanted certain things, had certain concerns and acted in certain ways.

         Moving from demographics to motivation, a further thing binding together these grassroots activists was their strength of feeling about Brexit and about Europe. Almost everyone we will encounter in this book, from the people running North East for Europe to the politicians, advisers and New Labour doyennes we will meet in later chapters, feels bad, upset and angry about Brexit. The observation that people experienced Brexit more emotionally than other political events is not a novel one, nor indeed is the idea that the referendum, as The Politics of Feeling in Brexit Britain describes, ‘ushered in an unusually emotional moment in national life’.3

         However, for all that the trope of the ‘angry Brexiteer and the rational/grieving Remainer’ is one we all recognise – backing up the fact that ‘in public discourse on the EU referendum, Leave was invariably cast as the emotional choice and Remain the rational one’ – in their study of feelings about Brexit from the Mass Observation archive, Jonathan Moss, Emily Robinson and Jake Watts found that ‘Remainers were as likely to emphasise their emotional investments in the topic’ as Leavers.4 In his 2018 survey of Leave and Remain identification, 30John Curtice wrote that while ‘there has been some tendency among those who would like the UK to remain in the EU to suggest that many Leave voters’ support for exiting the EU is based more on emotional considerations than on any rational evaluation of what is in Britain’s best interests,’ in actuality,

         
            those who say they would now vote Leave in another EU referendum are only slightly more likely to identify as a Leaver (92 per cent) than those who would back Remain are to identify as a Remainer (89 per cent). Meanwhile, those who identify as a Remainer are actually more likely than those who say they are a Leaver to declare that their attachment is ‘very strong’.5

         

         It is here, among the local groups, the retirees who showed up week in and week out and the wearers of the bEUrets, I think, that those emotional investments are most intense; this is the kingdom of the ‘very strong’ Remainer. There is also reason to suspect that this level of emotional involvement stood in the way of good political process over Brexit. Many political scientists, reasonably, consider the idea of ‘losers’ consent’ to be essential ‘for democracies to govern effectively’.6 That is, people who didn’t get their way still have to accept the result. However, the emotional intensity and polarisation that surrounded Brexit, the academics James Tilley and Sara Hobolt have argued, can be understood to have acted upon the level of losers’ consent available surrounding the vote.7 This can, then, be understood to have had an adverse impact on the polity’s overall handling of the situation.

         31Where were people getting all this feeling and identity from, in their own telling of it? A great many of the people I spoke to talked about having travelled in Europe in their youth. Brown remembers learning about the benefits of the EU while at a ‘rough school’ in Sunderland and going on to study languages and do an Erasmus programme. Wancke recalls busking on the Continent in her twenties, meeting ‘such brilliant people’, while Gordon says that ‘all my life has been mixed up with Europe one way or another’. An expert in the philosopher Michel Foucault, when he was a PhD student in Oxford in the 1970s, he went over for a term to Paris and ended up as one of Foucault’s translators, having previously spent a period living and working in Germany.

         Personal contact with Michel Foucault notwithstanding, these are not unusual stories. Fagan tells me that many of the activists he spoke to had told him ‘very similar stories’ of time abroad. ‘They’d gone interrailing or they’d studied abroad … they’d done something at a time, perhaps, when travel wasn’t as easy,’ and as a result had become ‘really infatuated with Europe and with languages and culture.’ These experiences and infatuation had led to a ‘very strong emotional attachment … which was forged in their youth and it was very much part of their personal narrative.’ This feeling was ‘very strongly connected to identity’ and how they thought of themselves and the country – and the wider world – in which they lived. Many of them, Fagan says, ‘use the language of trauma’ to talk about the result.

         This point is vital to understanding just what so intensely 32animated the anti-Brexit grassroots. ‘I do think a class and an age of person felt like their identity had been trashed by what happened,’ one person who worked on the later second referendum campaign told me. When people feel that their self-conception has been traduced and invalidated – at scale, by a national referendum, no less – they are going to be extremely exercised about it. While a lot of what they were technically protesting involved anger on behalf of freedoms lost by future generations, particularly the freedom to work and travel, the sense one gets from talking to a sufficiently large number of people who became activists is not that they were out on the streets because their children’s or grandchildren’s future had been stolen or trespassed against so much as their own youth had been.

         ‘I think it’s something that people still don’t quite get, that those identity issues are so crucial,’ says Menon. ‘There was an emotional attachment to the idea of Europe and European integration that went beyond “this is good for our economy”. It was matters of “I feel European”. I think that was a very, very key part of it.’ While there were obviously economic and other concerns motivating the anti-Brexit campaigners, to Menon’s view a core motivation is one that is ‘more abstract’, concerned with a ‘vision of the UK’s place in the world, a vision of our identity as being as European as we were British. And of course, that’s not something that everyone shares.’ As such, ‘it’s quite hard to persuade people’ arguing from that perspective.

         It is also worth thinking about what it meant for the 33grassroots that it was made up, by and large, of political neophytes, as this would fuel tensions with other parts of the movement throughout the campaign. Fagan says that his interest in the grassroots was first piqued when attending some of the marches himself: he was struck by the ‘localism’ and the ‘amateur’ nature of what he saw. You can, if you are sufficiently interested in this subject as to be reading this book, likely summon to mind what he’s referring to: handmade signs and EU flags, banners for dozens upon dozens of small local groups and generally less presence from the larger organisations – unions, charities, campaign groups, political parties – than you might expect from a political march of a similar size.

         This newly forged interest in politics had its upsides – dedication and vibrancy, an interest in art and culture – but it also had its downsides, such as evincing, as discussed, a ‘total misunderstanding of how the media works’ or lacking a thoroughgoing understanding of how to effect political change in the UK. What political experience they did have was generally not applicable to the particular persuasion challenges of getting a new referendum. One grassroots activist I spoke to describes herself as a ‘centrist and lefty’ but not a member of any party. Active in her local area, she had spent twenty years fighting ‘a plan by the Tory town council here to develop a rewilded allotment site into housing. This involved a lot of work, including starting a local residents’ group.’

         One People’s Vote staffer I spoke to said, ‘Some of the people who were, for the first time, really motivated by this, this was 34the first major injustice in their life,’ adding that there was an element of not quite understanding what impacts their actions could or would reasonably have on the government.

         He explains:

         
            You’d go to Cheltenham or some place like that – and actually, they’re pretty much all places the Lib Dems have done well in recently – and they’re people who are actually quite well off … that doesn’t make their concerns any less valid. You’re obviously entitled to have a strong opinion about the way the country makes this major decision. But I think it’s a really interesting fact that it meant that people came and thought that they could turn up to a million-person march and obviously the government would listen, and [they] sort of hadn’t had that interaction before.

         

         That interaction being one where, actually, it is unlikely that the government will listen and unlikelier still that any action will be taken. One Labour member involved struck a similar note. ‘For many people in the votes-Blair, votes-Cameron demographic, it was the first time they had been on the losing side politically,’ they said, likening it to ‘stages of grief’:

         
            But the reason it was so much harder for them to work through the stages of grief is because, unlike many of us in Labour, unlike people from most other bits of politics, the group of people that make up the demographic, they hadn’t had to go 35through the stages of grief politically as often as many of the rest of us.

         

         One activist interviewed by van Kessel and Fagan relayed a frustration with fellow volunteers who ‘want to stand on a street corner, wrapping themselves in an EU flag, shouting to everyone “how much I love the EU” and telling people [that] factually, they are incorrect’. This is not, of course, effective messaging or canvassing. While this may not have been at all the majority view or behaviour of activists, it is hard (as many people interviewed in this book expressed) to impose message discipline on large numbers of impassioned people giving up their time for free, organised across many disparate groups. Unfortunately, it can be hard to avoid being seen through the prism of one’s silliest members.

         Britain for Europe built steam through the end of 2016 and through 2017. Street stalls were a big part of the different groups’ activities. Richard Wilson remembers doing them in Leeds ‘every week for quite a long period of time, for a couple of years, really’. He also remembers just generally trying to amp up the group’s activity: holding ‘public meetings, increasing social media’ and getting letters and articles into the newspapers.

         One woman active in her local European Movement chapter remembers the group as being ‘a fairly good mix of ages and political persuasions, from Greens to Tory voters, although much like the general Remain community, I’d say most were 36white, middle class and centrist.’ She notes that she ‘was the youngest at twenty-nine’. Their group were particularly keen on street stalls: ‘Most groups’ street stalls seemed to last only a couple of hours, but ours could last anything up to seven or eight hours – we were very keen.’ However, the conversations were, she recalls, not always helpful.

         
            There’s no polite way to say it, we regularly met a lot of not very bright people who didn’t talk much sense – ‘I voted Leave because [town]’s market’s not what it used to be, it’s all hair extensions now’ – and so it wasn’t really possible to get anywhere with them. But mostly the people we spoke to were just sick of hearing about Brexit.

         

         She added that doing the stalls was not always a pleasant experience. There would sometimes be ‘aggressive men of all ages, a few of whom screamed and shouted in my face, which is not something I experienced with other kinds of public-facing activism’.

         On street stalls, ‘Brexitometers’ – ‘a whiteboard with statements about Brexit on which passersby could indicate their (dis)agreement by means of colourful stickers’ – were popular props, Fagan and van Kessel write. This was particularly the case given that ‘responses overwhelmingly skewed against Brexit, which provided good material for social media posts featuring images of the Brexitometers’.8 People I spoke to generally referred to them as conversation starters, something to 37draw people in so they could have a discussion, productive or otherwise.

         In the period we’re currently discussing, the reasonably immediate aftermath of the referendum, the call for a second referendum was not yet what these groups were asking for or oriented towards. Britain for Europe’s slogan was, Brufatto remembers, ‘simply “Stop Brexit”’. As Wancke explains, ‘What we really wanted was to reverse Brexit. At that point, it wasn’t about a second referendum … it was that we’ve made the most terrible, terrible mistake and it needs to be changed, and at that point, that was the campaign.’
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