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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Hello to you, dear reader!

         If you are holding this book in your hands, you have set your sights on adventure. Not for you the elective comfort of simply forgetting that any of the past few years happened in the mind-boggling way that they did. No. Instead, you have opted to clamber inside the news simulator and relive every inspirationally chaotic moment all over again. You have chosen to be reminded that the path to the sunlit uplands goes right through shit creek. You’re all ‘Oooh, what’s a Wuhan wet market? It sounds fun!’ You have chosen to reload the concept album Chris Grayling. You have said yes to all this. I don’t pretend to understand it – but I do respect it.

         In case you skipped the cover, it’s called What Just Happened?! – like I have the first fricking clue. That’s what the exclamation mark is for. It says: this is the opposite of a rhetorical question. Guys, I genuinely have no idea! And, encouragingly, I discovered when going through the 47 trillion words I’ve written since 2016 that I often don’t even have a memory of writing half of them. It felt like I had written a book I hadn’t read. A bit like Katie Price – only instead of not having even skimmed a single one of my seven autobiographies, I was completely in the dark about other stuff. Take the whole week of daily columns focusing on something called ‘indicative votes’. What in the name of sanity were they? I’ve heard of past-lives therapy; maybe I need past-columns therapy. Just as distinguished Hollywood crazy Shirley MacLaine is convinced she previously walked the earth as Charlemagne’s Moorish peasant lover, so I could be assured that I really did once turn out 1,100 words on how Boris Johnson had literally swapped bodies with his 2dog. I mean, it sounds like something I might have done? And I don’t think I have an alibi for it?

         In the end, these pages are just my record of an era in which so many of us – but not all! – felt the news had become stranger than fiction. Here follows a series of contemporaneous dispatches from a period when it often seemed like the UK had tumbled down a rabbit hole. Or gone through the looking glass. Or maybe got trapped in the ancient curse – ‘May you live in interesting times.’ Things seemed to become permanently ‘interesting’. For instance, in the space of a very short time in early 2019, Tory MP Mark Francois and novelist Will Self had a spat about the size of Mark’s penis on a midday politics TV show; a Ukip leader wrote to the Queen and informed her she had committed treason when she signed the Maastricht treaty; and a Conservative MP stood up in the Commons and intoned to the House: ‘This is a turd of a deal, which has now been taken away and polished, and is now a polished turd. But it might be the best turd that we’ve got.’

         Let’s face it, you had to laugh. Indeed, I hope you got several belly cackles in the bank, because within a year we would be in the midst of a deadly global pandemic. Very, very interesting times indeed.

         
            *

         

         At this point, I should say something about the whole idea of a book of columns. Can I confide in you? It worries me. In the olden times, anything written in a newspaper mercifully and quite rightly disappeared within a day of it being published, ideally ending up wrapped round your fish and chips. (And, yes, newspapers have turned out to be even less sustainable than cod.) These days, of course, newspaper content lives on seemingly for ever, acquiring rather more permanence than many of us journalists deserve. Particularly someone like me. In fact, I often feel that if I wrote 3my column in the afternoon, it would say something completely different to whatever I’d ended up writing that morning. ‘Do you still think this, six years on?’ ‘Oh my God – I probably didn’t even think it by tea THAT DAY.’

         I know some people like to think of column-writing as an art, but for me, it’s definitely not. It’s a trade. You get up, you write something to fill a space, and you hope it’s not one of your worst shots and that readers enjoy it. Maybe some people are out there imagining they’re writing the first draft of history, but I feel like I’m just sticking a pin in a moment. All of which is a long way of saying that I cringe at quite a few bits in the earlier columns in this book. (You, however, may wish to reserve your shudders for the later efforts.) When I was putting together this selection, I read a couple of them and just thought, ‘Oh, do get OVER yourself, luv. Do you have any idea how histrionic you sound?’

         Clearly I didn’t. But time’s a great teacher, and on reflection I thought it was best not to airbrush all of those little embarrassments out. Like I say, they’re just a record of a moment in time – perhaps some howl of entitled despair that liberals like me had to work through. After all, as was made abundantly clear from 2016 onwards, we were no longer flavour of the century. Yup, we’d got home to our ivory tower to find the locks had been changed. We had, in the immortal words of Chris Morris to Peter O’Hanraha-hanrahan in The Day Today, LOST THE NEWS.

         Other potential potholes? If there are any predictions in here, please forgive them, because in recent years I have tried to steer clear of all that. I can’t remember exactly when it hit me, but at a certain point I noticed how often political journalism was about predicting what was coming. We were suddenly awash with discussions about how the various stories were going to play out. Don’t get me wrong, I read and very much enjoyed most of it. But with the best will in the world, I’m not totally sure it’s the job of a journalist to tell you what’s going to happen next, as opposed to what’s 4just happened. Let’s be clear: the stuff that actually was occurring was wild enough. Even so, increasing amounts of content seemed to be a kind of futurology, with speculation about potential scenarios occasionally crowding out analysis of existing developments. I think it comes back to that thing of having lost the news. There was almost a cargo cult element to it. If we just lay out the flowchart, if we just set out our logical case for how things SHOULD develop, then somehow – somehow! – the old familiar certainties will be airdropped back to us.

         They haven’t been yet – but soon, no doubt. Any day now …

         
            *

         

         To talk briefly about the format: I thought about doing all the politics in themes, before realising I don’t have anything so highfalutin as those. What I do have – and what we’ve all had – is characters. So this book doesn’t just have politicians; it has a queen, various princes and duchesses, celebrities, wicked advisers, reality TV monsters, billionaires, philanthropists, fauxlanthropists, Hollywood sex offenders, judges, media barons, populists, police officers and all kinds of other heroes and villains. The full fairy tale, in fact. Sometimes pretty Grimm. In the end I’ve grouped the political columns together, with each year given its own chapter. And I’ve broken those years up with columns about things like sport or celebrities, because we all need an interlude/respite.

         Ideally it’ll all be a deeply unpleasant and staggeringly unwelcome reminder of how the news felt to some of us as we were put through it, seemingly on a permanent wringer cycle. The Americans got Trump; UK citizens got the seemingly interminable Brexit wars. Everyone got plunged into a pandemic. How would you rate your satisfaction at your news journey, on a scale of one to the survivors of the USS Indianapolis? Those sailors survived one of the worst naval disasters in US history, when their ship was torpedoed 5by the Japanese in 1945, and were then left bobbing in the Pacific Ocean. Subsequently, and over several days, they were subjected to the worst shark attack in history.

         So it seems that when it comes to interludes/respite, there weren’t a whole lot of them in real life. And in the month I’m typing this, horrifyingly, war has broken out in Europe. Unimaginable scenes that seem plucked from the darker parts of the 20th century are playing out live on our TV screens. Elsewhere, Donald Trump is once again the favourite to win the Republican nomination.

         Things will calm down. Won’t they? Any day now …?

         
            *

         

         A non-scientific ‘most’ people in the UK had absolutely had enough of politics by about six months after the Brexit vote in 2016. On the other hand, had we? Had we really? We supposedly hated it, but couldn’t stop rubbernecking at it. The BBC Parliament channel had never rated so highly. Westminster seemed to reach far beyond its bubble. A friend of mine was doing a comedy tour in September 2019, and I remember going to Worcester to see his show there. Having put my bag down in my hotel room, I went downstairs to the bar and beheld a selection of people at separate tables completely and utterly glued to the Sky News feed from the Supreme Court, where arguments on the lawful or otherwise prorogation of Parliament were being heard. It was 3pm on a Tuesday afternoon. Without wishing to go out on a limb, it was difficult not to conclude that something quite odd had happened to the UK.

         Having said that, I do have one small theory about what has happened both here and beyond. I think that reality television – the overwhelmingly dominant and highest-rating entertainment genre of the early 21st century – became reality politics. Instead of sitting back and having entertainment done to them, audiences in the reality TV heyday were given buttons to press and voting 6lines to call, and were invited to change the narrative themselves. They loved it. The X Factor had ‘kind of given democracy back to the world’, its supremo, Simon Cowell, noted mildly. At the height of his light-entertainment powers in 2009, Cowell was convinced that his next big will-of-the-people format would be ‘a political X Factor’, a ‘referendum-type TV show’ in which viewers would vote on hot topics. No. 10 would then be challenged to phone in to the studio and explain its position. Well, now … Be careful what Simon Cowell wishes for.

         And as shows like X Factor and Strictly matured, a new phenomenon could be observed: people were taking increasing delight in voting for talentless or disruptive candidates, convinced they were sticking it to the experts. ‘We don’t care if some respected twat in London thinks we shouldn’t like these candidates,’ they seemed to be saying. ‘Indeed, the fact the respected twat doesn’t like them makes us like them all the more.’ Muscles were being flexed. Control was being taken back.

         Meanwhile, just as Big Brother or Survivor bookers once had, daytime TV shows started picking guests from the extremes because it made for better ‘conflict’. And in fairly short order the news programmes decided they wanted in on the drama too. Adversarial punditry was in. Katie Hopkins started off as an Apprentice candidate, then moved on to the This Morning sofa to insult children with ‘common’ names, eventually graduating to alt-right politics like it was the most seamless journey in the world. I don’t believe it’s a coincidence that the biggest reality TV star of the era eventually ended up in the White House – and, of course, social media sent the ratings of reality politics into the stratosphere.

         
            *

         

         Any other business? Well, I almost feel bad admitting it, but I should say that in general I have found writing about these 7turbulent years rather cathartic. Instead of having what we might call ‘unresolved news issues’, I have simply had to sit down, open a blank document and – on a good day – try to work out a way of making people laugh about some current events. The routine is pretty therapeutic.

         It’s also helped that I’ve never thought of myself as a proper journalist or political writer or anything grand and professional like that. I started out in journalism entirely by accident, when the secretarial temping agency I worked for sent me to answer the phones on the Sun’s showbiz desk for a few days. I loved it – it was so much more hilarious than answering the phone in a bank, which is what I’d been doing before – but maybe because of that odd entry path I’ve never felt entirely ‘formal’ on the old hackery front. After a long while in the trade, I finally realised this could be an asset. Or at least I gained the confidence to treat it as such. I stopped trying to emulate other people’s voices and found my own.

         The first column I think I managed that with was a celebrity one I started in the Guardian, called Lost in Showbiz. The mid-2000s were an amazing time to be writing about celebrity culture. I also had a sports column, which I’m afraid to say was vanishingly rare for a woman back then, and would go and cover live things like the World Cup and the Olympics and so on, where that male–female imbalance became even clearer. (It’s much better now!) So I always felt rather outsidery on the sports pages too, and gradually realised that this actually gave me a lot of leeway. I didn’t have to cover things in some ‘expected’ way, so I learned, on the job, to do my own thing.

         In fact, I can now see it was covering the showbiz and sport beats in that particular way that helped me to find a way of writing about politics that I hoped would be more accessible. I tend to think very associatively, so for me the reflexive way of making sense of a lot of things is by using references to other things. I’m forever internally analogising. When it came to applying that to politics, I found 8drawing comparisons with political history and philosophy less amusing than drawing them with stuff like pop music or movies or football. I just thought there might be a fun way of writing about politics that filtered it through the prisms of things people actually liked, given how many of them seemed to dislike politics itself.

         Even now, I always feel like more of an old-style blogger (albeit one lucky enough to be paid). I don’t really have any special access – once a year I might do something mad and masochistic like go to the party conferences – but in general I watch it all from the sofa at home, just like everyone else. Or, to put it another way, as far as political writing goes, I’m a cook, not a chef. So over the past few years I’ve tried above all to be a companion to any reader – to be a sympathetic friend, as opposed to an expert or educator. The latter is definitely a job for finer minds than mine. I can, however, do you fellow-feeling and a few jokes. Just watched Michael Howard casually threaten war with Spain (April 2017)? Come and sit down next to me, and we’ll have a slightly deranged laugh about it together.

         But – and with apologies to all the serious-minded big hitters out there – the companionable laughter space is a pretty great one to be in. As the past few years have gone by, more and more people have been kind enough to read my columns. And when a new one gets published, I’ve noticed an increasing number of readers saying that they’re saving it to read with a cup of tea or glass of wine. And that, honestly, is THE nicest thing I can possibly imagine. Talk about a personal pinnacle. If anything I write can be a brief but pleasurable part of someone’s downtime or relaxation, then that is my absolute honour. Saving me for a drink? Yes please! Yes please to being an accompaniment! More than anything else in this entire crazy world, I want to be the journalistic equivalent of a chocolate digestive or packet of salt and vinegar crisps.

         Quite heavy on the vinegar. Obviously.

      

   


   
      
         
9
            2016: BINFIRE OF THE VANITIES

         

         Having successfully persuaded the British electorate to avoid ‘chaos with Ed Miliband’ at the previous year’s general election, Conservative prime minister David Cameron is about to hold a referendum ‘to settle the issue of Europe for a generation’. Yet instead of making a remain win the formality he appears to expect, the battle is quickly mired in divisive rhetoric and accusations of misinformation. One week before polling day, the Labour MP Jo Cox is brutally murdered on her way to hold a surgery in her Batley and Spen constituency. She was 41. 10

      

   


   
      
         
11So, Britain, are you ready to enter the United Kingdom of Ukip?

         17 June 2016

         Nigel Farage is about to achieve everything he wants. That alone should make leavers think again

         Right now, in the Ukip bunker, there is a search going on. It is urgent. It is probably desperate. It is the search for a tone. The emotional Rolodex of Nigel Farage is being riffled through in the hope it might throw up something usable. Top presentational aides have been dispatched on a vital quest to find the outer limits of his range. The journey is unlikely to detain them very long. Yet at the most recent reckoning Farage stands a few disputed percentage points away from being acclaimed – like it or not – the most extraordinarily successful British politician of a generation. Globally, he may soon be seen as reflecting us.

         A man who yesterday morning was standing in front of a poster eerily similar to genuine Nazi propaganda is today in seclusion, his campaign suspended – like all the official referendum efforts – ‘out of respect’. And, presumably, out of uncertainty as to what the hell he does next.

         Yesterday morning, Farage was playing dog-whistle politics. Forgive me: he was playing whistle politics. Understanding the import of the words ‘BREAKING POINT’ across a snaking queue of stricken brown-skinned people does not require ultrasonic capabilities. You can stand down, Lassie. You’re not needed today, girl.

         Yesterday afternoon, the MP Jo Cox was killed in the street in her Batley and Spen constituency. That her alleged killer had suffered 12years of mental health issues seems likely. That he is alleged to have shouted, ‘Britain first’ – perhaps a reference to an organisation with which Ukip were last year forced to deny an electoral pact – is a matter of acute sensitivity. If the party barkers were a hundredth as careful about anything else as they are about that alleged ‘Britain first’ cry, then they would have moderated themselves into retirement years ago.

         ‘We are not won by arguments that we can analyse,’ the great liberal supreme court justice Louis Brandeis observed, ‘but by tone and temper; by the manner, which is the man himself.’

         Character is not always destiny, but tone matters. As we head towards polling day, all eyes must be on the man himself, Nigel Farage, who did more to bring about this referendum than anyone else, and whose artless, divisive bait-and-switch has felt like its governing spirit. How bound up Britain’s destiny has seemed with the character of this rather small man. Where does Britain’s-most-successful-politician-in-waiting go from here? Cometh the hour, whence cometh the tone?

         Farage will, of course, have to find some words that address the utter loathsomeness of where we find ourselves, and the shame and despair it makes many people feel. Like him or not, David Cameron can do this. Like him or not, Jeremy Corbyn did so on Thursday. Together in Birstall, they found the bearing. And then … Well, it ought to be noted mildly that Thursday’s repulsive poster was merely the first in a planned series. Will we see the rest? At this moment of national and personal destiny, will Farage manage to be the politician of stature he assures us he is?

         Hitherto, Farage has had a tried and tested shtick for Serious Moments. I notice it all the time now, but I first saw it when I asked him with sledgehammer flippancy whether Nelson Mandela was one of his political heroes. Immediately, Farage lowered his voice and opened his eyes very wide. ‘He’s a human hero,’ he intoned. ‘That day he came out of Robben Island’ – it wasn’t Robben 13Island, but anyway – ‘and stood there and forgave everybody, I just thought: “This is Jesus.”’ Hugely idiosyncratic for a man on the right of the Tory party at the time, considering most of his political soulmates had only just given up wearing ‘Hang Mandela’ badges, but there you go. ‘I don’t regard him as a political hero,’ Nigel went on very quietly, and with his eyes still open very wide. ‘I think he’s on a rather higher plane than that.’

         Drop the voice, widen the eyes. He’ll probably do it this weekend. He certainly does it when anyone accuses him of borderline racism. Down goes the voice, as though he is personally trying to smother their insinuation in the appalled hush it deserves. I have to confess the Farage mind trick doesn’t work on me. Instead, every time Nigel deploys it, it makes me think of a Truman Capote line from In Cold Blood: ‘The quietness of his tone italicised the malice of his reply.’

         That the political atmosphere was febrile and fetid before Jo Cox’s death hardly needs stating. ‘How foul this referendum is,’ wrote the novelist Robert Harris this week. ‘The most depressing, divisive, duplicitous political event of my lifetime. May there never be another.’ Boris Johnson’s sister Rachel has since retweeted the observation.

         So many of the things that have felt bizarre or even vaguely comic at one Atlantic Ocean’s remove have suddenly alighted on our shores. Lies are knowingly painted on buses; previously unsayable things have been said on platforms that lend them a hideous legitimacy; the word ‘expert’ has become as dirty as the word ‘Westminster’; and the shift to post-factual political discourse feels rapidly under way. No one is more post-fact than Farage. Asked why he was back on the cigs again this week, he replied: ‘I think the doctors have got it wrong on smoking.’

         Don’t get me wrong on Nigel – he’s fine for a fag, a pint, some jolly japes on the Thames. The entire campaign’s only moment of levity came on Wednesday, as his flotilla did battle with Bob 14Geldof’s. In fact, it was while aboard Farage’s boat that I saw two children on one of the small remain dinghies and wondered who they were. They looked the same age as my eldest two – about five and three – and I thought how hilarious and exciting mine would have found the whole spectacle. I smiled and waved at them, because there is obviously a law stating that people in or aboard funny forms of transport should always wave at children. I only found out the next day that those children were Jo Cox’s. Her husband Brendan had tweeted: ‘Kids seriously disappointed there isn’t another flotilla today.’

         My God, the horror. Lying in wait, the unthinkable horror. Twenty-four hours later, Brendan Cox was issuing a statement on his wife’s murder. That he was able to find the words and tone that I am sure I never could in such unimaginable circumstances has been a thing of marvel to so many. We know the heights of humanity when we see them.

         And I’m afraid we know when we don’t. I’m not sure I’ve ever heard humanity emanate from Nigel Farage, certainly not convincingly. On the eve of what he hopes will be his finest hour, he must rise to the challenge now. People expect. Britain expects. If you haven’t the words and the deportment for this sort of horror, and the politics that the timetable dictates will have to be conducted while it is still so fresh, then you are not fit for office or the sniff of it.

         There are many people I respect and admire voting leave – there are people in my family voting leave. I understand their reasons. But they must stomach the reality that a vote for leave will be taken by Farage and countless others as a vote for him, a vote for his posters, a vote for his ideas, a vote for his quiet malice, a vote for his smallness in the face of vast horrors. Is it worth it? 15

         The leavers have taken control. No wonder things are unravelling

         24 June 2016

         In the moment of triumph the victors began walking away from their promises – and further disappointments await their disciples

         Wanting your country back turns out to have been a zero-sum game. Waking up this morning, about 52% of voters felt they’d got it back, and about 48% felt they’d lost it. Yet perhaps in the long reckoning both sides will find they had, in the unspeakably tragic phrase of the hour, more in common than that which divides us. Maybe it’ll be like Clint Eastwood says at the end of The Outlaw Josey Wales, as he stares that thousand-yard stare: ‘I guess we all died a little in that damn war.’

         For now, the victory belongs to Boris Johnson and Michael Gove, and to Nigel Farage. This is their triumph. Either celebrate it or attempt not to choke on it. They have ‘taken back control’. They have ‘got their country back’.

         What else did we get back? Definitely our financial arse, which was being handed to us way before the FTSE 100 even opened. David Cameron’s much-remarked-upon political luck has finally run out, and a campaign whose guiding spirit was a mendacious short-termism has produced the ultimate long-term result.

         Whichever way you slice it, this feels like a significant moment for trust in politics. Before the result was even formally declared, Farage had rubbished the idea of the extra £350m for the NHS as a ‘mistake’, while the MEP Dan Hannan had talked down the idea of a reduction in immigration. What a magical mystery tour it will be for people, then, to discover what it was in fact they were actually voting for. And who will be blamed for things now the EU 16bogeyman is slain? The history of the continent offers a series of chilling answers to that inquiry.

         Doubtless a coherent plan of action will emerge. For now, Farage has one idea for the credit column: ‘June 23 needs to become a national holiday,’ he declared. ‘And we will call it INDEPENDENCE DAY!’ (Come, friendly aliens …)

         To watch him bluster about a win against ‘big politics’ and ‘getting on with the job’ was to be struck by an old conviction: there is little so dangerous in politics as people who regard complex things as being incredibly simple.

         As for Johnson and Gove, who have spent the best part of eight weeks joyfully telling whoppers and making mind-boggling Nazi comparisons, they deployed their extra-special slow and quiet voices to address the nation. Gove in particular came off like a ham actor seconds from segueing into John Hannah’s ‘Stop all the clocks’ reading from Four Weddings and a Funeral.

         As for Boris, never forget that the only untruth the prime ministerial favourite-in-waiting corrected in the entire campaign was the Sunday Times’s misapprehension that he dyes his hair.

         ‘This does not mean that the United Kingdom will be any less united,’ he intoned this morning, suggesting he must have been watching the day’s events on catch-up. Before breakfast the SNP had declared it sees Scotland’s future as part of the EU, while Sinn Féin called for a referendum on Irish unity. Boris was proud we were the fifth-largest economy, he went on, apparently unaware that Events had already bumped us down to number six.

         For those who had voted to remain … morning had broken. Broken irreparably. Four hours before the official leave campaign mounted their podium, Nigel Farage arrived triumphantly in front of the Houses of Parliament, to which he has failed to get elected seven times, and which may ultimately only be visible protruding from the sand, to be stumbled upon by a latter-day Charlton Heston. (Ask your grandparents, millennials. Because really, even 17by their own exacting standards, this result was the baby boomers’ finest hour.)

         What would the Ukip leader say? Cometh the hour, what man would come? When Margaret Thatcher arrived in Downing Street in 1979, she famously addressed ‘all the British people – howsoever they voted’ with the attributed words of St Francis of Assisi: ‘Where there is discord, may we bring harmony. Where there is error, may we bring truth. Where there is doubt, may we bring faith. And where there is despair, may we bring hope.’

         Finally required to find his own words for the moment towards which he had been building all his political life, statesminnow Farage dismissed half the country as indecent, ruling: ‘This is a victory for ordinary people, for decent people.’ Where there was harmony, let him bring discord. ‘Mass immigration is the issue that ultimately won this election.’ Where there was faith, let him bring doubt. ‘And we did it all without a single bullet being fired.’ Where there was hope, let him bring despair.

         Yes, this is his victory. Fascinatingly, he seemed psychologically incapable of accepting it. I must confess to always having suspected that a man of Farage’s Partridgean stature would become overwhelmed in his hour of personal destiny, and was struck by his decision to pull out of the final referendum TV debate merely an hour before he was due to appear. Vote night itself saw him concede early, only to unconcede, then reconcede, then re-unconcede.

         What insecurities tug beneath the surface of the leader of the United Kingdom Independence party? Or rather, the leader of the Kingdom Independence party, given the various schisms opening up seemingly by the hour. As for what sort of country Farage believes himself to have taken back control of, there were heavy clues, not just in that infamous poster but in the film he narrated at his final rally on Wednesday morning.

         A work of suitably nostalgic, sub-Pearl & Dean production values, this depicted a place of Spitfires and the Battle of Britain and 18the Queen’s coronation. Most jarring (for this viewer at least) was a section in which Farage explained that Britain was ‘a country of sporting greatness’. Bizarrely, this was illustrated only with footage of Ian Botham from the 1981 Ashes series.

         Why? You’d think there’d have been something slightly more au courant – the London Olympics were pretty epic, for instance. What precisely is it about so much of the British sporting success that has followed Botham’s Ashes, a full 35 years ago, that makes it unsuitable for a Ukip rally film? Perhaps we’ll put our collective finger on it as he becomes more emboldened by this stunning victory.

         Each of us can speak only as we find. For my own part – with a political wishlist that has always included progressivism, tolerance, universal human rights, openness, truthfulness and an outward-looking national state of mind – I can’t help feeling 2016’s wave of famous demises finally makes sense. All those cool people died just in time.

         Farage is now Britain’s face at the EU: petty, unlovable, essentially terrified

         28 June 2016

         The Ukip leader’s boo-winning European parliament rant shows he isn’t going anywhere – but will ‘Shitfinger’ drag us all down in a race to the bottom?

         In a crowded field, I think it was the flag that was the killer. The absolute state of that flag. Nigel Farage’s desktop Union Jack, with its little sucker pad leeching obnoxiously on to the unlovely beech of the European parliament chamber. Part of the genius of the TV series The Office was its ability to distil all human life down to a series of recognisable archetypes most people had encountered at 19work. To see Farage there with his desktop flag was to suddenly and irrevocably understand it: the UK is the Gareth Keenan of Europe. This is how we must look to those still condemned to share continent space with us: petty, unlovable, essentially terrified, our workplace set up in a show of cod-martial defiance, which in fact only flags up our raging insecurity.

         Farage has been building up to this moment his entire political life, as he tells everyone at every single opportunity. In which case, how is it humanly possible that his speech to the European parliament today could be so artless, so crass, a scarcely refined version of some England fans’ infamous recent chant at the Euros: ‘Fuck off, Europe, we voted out’? To couch it in the sort of imbecilic historical inaccuracy which is the only language Farage understands: this speech was so bad that they’re now quits with us for saving them in the second world war.

         You may disagree with this reading of the war; Nigel would regard it as hugely overcomplicated. This, he repeated once more, was a victory against ‘big politics’. ‘Virtually none of you’, he bellowed at the MEPs, ‘have ever done a job in your lives.’

         Watching him was like watching the live abortion of Churchill’s oratorical legacy. As the latter’s grandson Nicholas Soames observed: ‘Appalling ghastly performance by that dreadful cad Farage in the European parliament. #hownottoinfluence.’ Agreed. There is soft power, and then there is politics as erectile dysfunction.

         Indeed, it is becoming increasingly difficult not to speculate as to the psychological underpinnings of the Farage condition. ‘When I came here 17 years ago,’ he shouted, failing to hide his nervous elation, ‘you all laughed at me. Well, I have to say: you’re not laughing now, are you?’ He made it, you losers! He got out. He’s in the big leagues now. He’s the guy who just turned up to his school reunion in a white limo with two dead-eyed escorts on his arm.

         Above all, the performance offered a reminder that Farage makes everything in which he is involved a race to the bottom. The 20opposite of a Midas, he may as well be nicknamed Shitfinger. His excruciatingly aggressive display eventually drew boos from the chamber. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I understand you’re emotional,’ urged the assembly president. ‘But you’re acting like Ukip.’

         Farage was loving it, just as his financial backer in the provisional wing of the leave campaign is revelling in their legitimisation. Arron Banks has spent much of his time since the weekend laughing at reports of racist and xenophobic incidents on Twitter. Two weeks ago, he couldn’t even book 75% of Bucks Fizz for his Brexit concert; now he’s taking a triumphalist dump on 50 years of race relations policy.

         Meanwhile, presumably in a doomed attempt to own it – certainly out of an inability to transcend it – Farage embraces his smallness. The victory against ‘big politics’, he stressed again to the European parliament, was for ‘the little people’. Incidentally, during the general election campaign last year I was in a Grimsby pub where Farage’s supporters were waiting for his long-scheduled visit. He blew these ‘little people’ out to go and have fish and chips with reality television star Joey Essex. Foot soldiers of Ukip, they were crestfallen and couldn’t understand it. Yes, Farage is as elitist as the rest of them. Even the central London victory party for his senior referendum campaign staff was stratified, featuring a VIP snug into which he retreated for most of the night.

         And still he rises. This time, the political leader who’s had more farewell tours than Kiss isn’t going anywhere. Whenever I touched on Farage’s malevolent guiding spirit during the referendum campaign itself, I was pleased to take all sorts of optimistic correspondence explaining that as soon as a successful leave vote was achieved, Farage’s work would be done, and he would retire triumphantly into the sunset.

         How’s that working out for ya? As reports of racist and xenophobic incidents across Britain intensify, Farage appears on Channel 4 News to warn ominously against what he detects as ‘backsliding’ 21in the leadership of the official Vote Leave campaign. My suspicion is that these two strands of post-referendum fallout will come together in what we might call ‘ever closer union’. All sides of leave know they can’t deliver all they promised – even most of what they promised – and the coming anger will serve as Farage’s greatest recruiting sergeant. Indeed, he may seem like the cuddly option compared with some.

         Still, don’t take it from me. Let’s play out with the UK’s second-biggest cheerleader in the European parliament, Marine Le Pen, leader of the French National Front. Turning to Farage after his speech, she smiled, and declared: ‘Look at how beautiful history is!’

         Bye bye, Boris, the man who wouldn’t clear up his own mess

         30 June 2016

         Thanks to the scheming Gove, we’re not going to find out in this leadership contest how much of a #massivelegend Boris Johnson is outside London and the home counties

         Here comes Boris Johnson, half an hour before the deadline closes. He’s going to chuck his hat into the ring like Blackadder’s Lord Flashheart, isn’t he? ‘I’ve got a plan, and it’s as hot as my pants!’

         Except he isn’t. Standing at a podium bearing not a soaring campaign slogan, but the rather more prosaic ‘ST. ERMIN’S HOTEL’, the leading political bounder of the age announced that he had thought about the individual needed to take the country out of the mess he’s dumped it in (I paraphrase) and ‘concluded that person cannot be me’.

         Where did it all go right? Normally, Johnson is so selfish he doesn’t even fly by the seat of his own pants. Unfortunately for 22him, his wingman recently decided he isn’t willing to offer up his undergarments any longer. Michael Gove, fresh from destroying his friend David Cameron, is going for the accumulator by announcing his surprise Tory leadership bid. As Gove put it this morning: ‘I have come, reluctantly, to the conclusion that Boris cannot provide the leadership or build the team for the task ahead.’ It sounds like a tragic conflict of disloyalties, with which Gove has wrestled for perhaps 24 hours.

         Even before Johnson took to his hotel podium, you could hear the offstage crash of defections to Gove. Dominic Raab was now off, despite having written a piece for this very morning’s Sun headlined ‘Why Boris Has the Heineken Effect’. To which the only rejoinder can be: ‘If Carlsberg Did Political U-Turns …’

         Even so, and however inevitable it might feel after some reflection, this was a shock. We did know a schism might be on the House of Cards, as it were, thanks to yesterday’s accidentally leaked email from Gove’s wife Sarah Vine. Think of her as Claire Blunderwood. The pisser for Boris is that he now can’t even contemplate having Michael beaten up, like he did that troublesome little journalist back in the day, because many people have one eye on the news at the mo and would probably notice.

         Perhaps there were other signs of uncertainty. Friends of Johnson have spent much of the week briefing that his ‘private polling’ shows he is ‘the only Tory leadership candidate with enough public support to ensure the Conservatives win the next general election’.

         Herein, perhaps, lies the paradox of Boris. Front of house, his brand has him as the era’s most off-the-cuff and confidently charismatic politician. Backstage, he was sufficiently insecure and calculating to be running up private polling bills. Alan Clark once remarked snobbishly that the trouble with one colleague ‘is that he had to buy all his furniture’. I can’t help feeling there is something rather nouveau frit about Johnson having to buy his own polling.23

         So now we will not discover how much of a #massivelegend Johnson is outside his London and home counties heartlands. Quite how he’d go over in Sunderland in the event of Hitachi pulling out of the area, for example, must remain a known unknown.

         His surprise non-running speech played much on the need for unity, for uniting those who come from opposing sides. I don’t know if you’ve read Team of Rivals, but try and picture it with Johnson in the chair instead of Abraham Lincoln. Gove’s statement could scarcely have been more pointed about Johnson’s weakness in this area: ‘I respect and admire all the candidates running for the leadership. In particular, I wanted to help build a team behind Boris Johnson so that a politician who argued for leaving the European Union could lead us to a better future. But …’ Cos you know Michael loves the players. And Boris loves the game.

         Reading the writing on the wall, perhaps the former London mayor decided he was damned if he was going to play Monopoly and settle for the Community Chest card reading ‘You have won second prize in a beauty contest’. It remains to be seen how his public – all those wonderful people out there in the dark as to his real nature – will take Johnson’s decision.

         Where does this leave them? On spying Baldrick, Lord Flashheart declares: ‘You look like a decent British bloke. I’ll park the old booties on you, if that’s OK.’ ‘It would be an honour, my lord,’ replies Baldrick. Hard lines for Britain, then, which will now not be offered the golden opportunity to be Johnson’s bootrest.24

         In the Tory laundry basket, Michael Gove is the dirtiest item

         1 July 2016

         No one bidding for the leadership of the Tories is unsoiled. But Gove’s weapons-grade treachery makes rivals such as Theresa May look squeaky clean

         In the notorious words of Michael Gove: ‘People in this country have had enough of experts.’ But have they had enough of expert shits? Shares in kitchen companies fell sharply this morning as Gove launched his bid for No. 10. Firms hoping for a post-Brexit boost from Gove’s wife, Sarah Vine – who famously regarded Ed Miliband’s kitchen design as the most useless thing about him, and would be only too happy to rip out her former friend Samantha Cameron’s stainless-steel effort at No. 10 – may well be disappointed.

         Early days, of course, but Gove’s behaviour looks to have been judged as simply too unpleasant and distasteful for the Conservative party. High praise indeed. It has certainly caused the Daily Mail – which employs Vine as a columnist – to press its hanky to its nose.

         ‘With the best will in the world,’ ran a leader column dripping with anything but, ‘we cannot see Mr Gove as a prime minister for these turbulent times.’ Not the most unexpected of positions, given that yesterday’s Mail website led for most of the afternoon with the headline ‘THAT C*** SET THIS UP FROM THE START!’

         For his campaign slogan, Michael has decided against ‘Welcome to politics, bitch!’ Instead, he stood before the media with a claim so preposterous it must have been included in his speech as a dare: ‘I stand here not as the result of calculation.’ Funny old turn of events, then. 25

         But there was more – so much more. A gazillion-word speech more. ‘Whatever charisma is, I don’t have it; whatever glamour may be, I don’t think anyone could ever associate me with it.’ Consider us up to speed on that front. But if you need help identifying your current personal brand, it’s weapons-grade treachery.

         Sarah had not urged him to run, he conceded wryly, ‘but she did say she’d support me’. Gove wanted to talk a lot about the things that have made the country of Britain ‘the greatest in the world’. Unfortunately, everyone else wanted to talk about the things that have just made Britain the greatest laughing stock in the world.

         But do go on, Michael.

         One of his proudest moments, we learned, was ‘seeing our party conference rise and give thunderous applause to a former violent criminal who had turned his life around’.

         Yes, bravo to Boris, who did pull it together and go straight after discussing having that journalist beaten up. And so to Boris: how come Gove didn’t ring him to tell him he was standing? ‘I tried repeatedly to ring Boris.’ You could have texted. Maybe he couldn’t find the right words, though apparently Apple is fast-tracking the Brutus emoji for their next software update.

         And there was plenty more where that act of tough love came from. Would a putative Prime Minister Gove give a job to his much-reviled yet long-time special adviser, the leave strategist Dominic Cummings? The answer was stark: ‘No.’

         Is there anyone left whom Michael hasn’t done over? That said, Cummings has operated at the heart of Gove’s empire without an official job before. He doesn’t require a Downing Street pass to gain access; he could just slide through a haunted mirror.

         Maybe Gove deliberately scheduled this launch against the Somme commemoration service so he’d have an excuse as to why the MP quota in the room was somewhat thin. Either way, the sense of gathering poignancy has been a long time building. Two years ago, Game of Thrones fan Michael was making sledgehammer 26Tyrion Lannister analogies about himself. ‘You see there that this misshapen dwarf,’ he mused, ‘reviled throughout his life, thought in the eyes of some to be a toxic figure, can at last rally a small band of loyal followers. And at the last moment he suddenly hears the noise of the relief column coming.’

         Mmm. Unfortunately, it doesn’t work like that. It’s not for you to say, Michael. Just as no one in the England dressing room ever called Paul Ince the Guv’nor – except Paul Ince – no one apart from Michael Gove has ever thought of Michael Gove as Tyrion Lannister.

         Asked to reassign himself today, Gove said he didn’t want to unleash any spoilers for those not up to speed with the series. Allow me to fill in the gaps: following the events of the past 24 hours, Gove has been placed in a holding pile labelled Ramsay Bolton/Joffrey and will be formally classified in the coming weeks or even days.

         A week has always been a long time in politics, but this one appears to have torn the space–time continuum a new one. It feels as if we are operating in a fifth dimension of news. It would not be especially outrageous, for instance, to learn that Cthulhu has chucked his tentacles into the Tory contest. Over in the Labour party, you could certainly see the aforementioned dark lord being worshipped by The Mandate (the collective noun by which people keep referring to Jeremy Corbyn’s supporters).

         But Conservative leadership-wise, it still feels far-fetched to imagine ‘gay cure’-linked Stephen Crabb emerging as the Fortinbras in all this (though he might well take the role next time round).

         As for the Goves, their 12-hour status as the SW1 Macbeths appears to be rapidly oxidising. Much was made of that leaked email from Sarah Vine, but its battleaxe nannyish tone may yet cast the pair as a sort of metropolitan elite version of Christine and Neil Hamilton.

         When it went tits-up for the Hammies, of course, there was ‘Christmas theatre’ to fall back on. Neil’s Baron Hardup was, I 27believe, well received in Kettering. But the sense must be that Michael would be less suited to the demands of this role, while Sarah – for all her faux homespun ordinariness – looks likely to be less of a joiner-in than Christine.

         Which leaves us with Theresa May, whose draft-dodging in the Great Referendum War looked cynical, but not as horrendously cynical as rather a lot of things that have happened since. In a column about domestic slapdashery, the great Katharine Whitehorn once asked: ‘Have you ever taken anything out of the dirty-clothes basket because it had become, relatively, the cleaner thing?’ There is something of this to Theresa May’s leadership bid. A week ago, she was the reluctant remainer. Why would anyone think she would fight for Britain when she didn’t even fight for remain? But now … well, for many, Theresa seems to have become, relatively, the cleaner thing.

         So farewell then, Michael Gove. You were right about one thing

         7 July 2016

         Wielding the traitor’s knife again and again, you certainly achieved your repeatedly stated ambition of not wanting to be prime minister

         The Conservative party doesn’t do carriage clocks for people like Michael Gove. They just get a note reading ‘You have outlived your usefulness’ and a five-minute head start on the hounds.

         Still, let’s fire up ‘Walkaway’ by Cast and watch a montage of Gove’s best bits. First, Michael positioned himself as the man who had put his country before his friend David. Next, he was the man who’d put his country before his friend Boris. Then he was the man who’d put his country before his long-time special adviser. Finally, 28he graduated to being the man who’d put his country before what he apparently deemed the socially backward Conservative membership.

         The trouble was that each time Michael did this, everyone else popped him back in the file marked ‘disloyal shit’. Just walkaway, walkaway, walkaway …

         Yes, the results are in: Theresa May 199, Andrea Leadsom 84, Michael Gove 46. Without wishing to stick my neck out here, it seems his parliamentary colleagues have had enough of the expert-slasher Michael Gove. He has emerged from the Houses of Parliament to salute the assured advent of a ‘female prime minister’ and explain how proud he was to have spent the past week contributing to the debate by arguing ‘for the most vulnerable’. Unfortunately, the most vulnerable has now been eliminated from the contest.

         Even in the final hour, Gove was vainly trying to make the leap from character actor to leading man. A Spectator interview found him glossing the Boris knifing thus: ‘I compare it to a group of people standing outside a collapsing building, wondering who is going to rescue a child inside. I thought: well, I don’t think I’ve got either the strength or the speed for this, but as I looked around, I thought, God, I’m at least as strong and at least as fast as the others. I’ve got to try to save the child.’ Spoken like the world’s creepiest arsonist.

         Laughing from the upstairs windows of the inferno, we must assume, are the psychopathic babysitters Theresa May and Andrea Leadsom, only one of whom will emerge from the burning temple as the mother of dragons. All then shall kneel.

         Still, at least Gove has achieved his repeatedly stated ambition of not wanting to be prime minister. It looked touch-and-go for a bit, what with there being one key group Michael had yet to formally alienate in the course of his treachery accumulator: namely, Conservative party members.29

         Fortunately, they were hosed down with some of that Gove magic in a text message sent on the eve of Thursday’s ballot by his campaign manager, Nick Boles. ‘I am seriously frightened about the risk of allowing Andrea Leadsom on to the membership ballot,’ this ran. ‘What if Theresa stumbles? Are we really confident that the membership won’t vote for a fresh face who shares their attitudes about much of modern life? Like they did with IDS.’

         Can’t help but agree with Nick. And yet, his decision to commit all this to a text message suggests he has the potential to be outstrategised in a game of Connect Four against a chimp. It even allowed the aforementioned Iain Duncan Smith – a Leadsom backer, natch – to essay a zinger when he was shown the message. He sniffed: ‘People with knives will end up stabbing themselves,’ which sounds like something Iain’s mother might have told him when he was 13 to explain why he was still using a spoon to eat his lunch.

         So where now for Gove? Michael has put it all on red, only to have to watch Leadsom collect her winnings, smiling her terrifying smile. It doesn’t end there, of course. Michael and his wife, Sarah, will have to send her goddaughter, little Florence Cameron, birthday presents via a lawyer or other third-party intermediary.

         His wife’s emailed suggestion that the support of both Rupert Murdoch and Paul Dacre was in his gift might save the latter a trip to an employment tribunal, while the former is unlikely to invite Michael to his fifth wedding, shortly after Jerry Hall dies of disappointment in 2036.

         Not only has he killed the matinee idol of the Tory shires, Boris Johnson, but he has insulted the membership. The upshot for Gove – who was already polling among Tory members as slightly less trustworthy than Marshal Pétain – is that he should probably never visit the countryside again. 30

         Andrea Leadsom is the leader of an am-dram peasants’ revolt

         9 July 2016

         In this golden age of post-fact politics, who are we to doubt Leadsom’s chances of becoming the next prime minister?

         As a ferociously keen Bible student, Andrea Leadsom will know whether she is predicted in the Book of Revelation. For those of us operating on a lower plane, condemned to pick through the entrails of the past fortnight, the portents are not hugely encouraging. On the basis that most things that could have gone wrong have, there is absolutely no reason to think that Andrea doesn’t have an excellent chance of nicking this.

         Before we go on, however, congratulations are in order for the sensationally misguided generation of politicians, from Gordon Brown to David Cameron, who were always going on about wanting ‘an X Factor politics’. They have finally got their wish. I’m not sure if the official psephological study confirming this is out yet, but the referendum result was the exact equivalent of series seven of Simon Cowell’s apocalypse-beckoning karaoke show, in which Essex decorator Matt Cardle beat One Direction. One Direction! Don’t get me wrong, I’m sure Matt is perfectly sufferable. I’m sure you can get through him, one way or another. But last year One Direction were the world of celebrity’s fourth-largest economy.

         And so to the act many can only hope is the Jedward in all this. On Thursday morning Andrea Leadsom delivered her promised ‘major speech’ on the economy like she’d just won a competition to deliver a major speech on the economy. All the eye-catching endorsements had been pouring in for Leadsom. Nigel Farage. Nick Griffin. Katie Hopkins. There had been rumours that fellow 31backer Boris Johnson would introduce her, but the former leadership favourite presumably regarded the chance to play Spinal Tap to Andrea’s Puppet Show as simply too much perspective.

         ‘I am an optimist,’ Andrea began. Indeed, her CV lists her as a former Director of Optimism Compliance at the Bank of Unicorns for All. Please don’t regard the developing row over Andrea’s CV as in some way detrimental to her prospects, incidentally. We are very much not in Kansas any more. It is already being suggested that the ‘confusion’ over Andrea’s career in finance will keep the media returning handily to her City background and life beyond politics. As one of her key supporters put it delightedly to The Times: ‘This will turn out to be her £350m claim – the embellishment (if that is what it turns out to be) that works.’

         I don’t know about you, but I’m psyched that we’re already in the second golden age of post-fact politics – the time when an ‘embellishment’ is regarded as so brilliant that it harks back to the great ‘embellishments’ of the first golden age (which was last month).

         ‘I want to speak to the markets,’ Leadsom smiled, with the air of someone who imagines you can negotiate with gravity. There was absolutely nothing to fear, she went on, smiling that smile again. Andrea Leadsom’s smile is terrifying. It is the smile of the school careers adviser telling you flatly that the school is looking for a night caretaker. It is a smile that is powered by the extinguishing of your future. You can’t escape Andrea’s smile. And it’ll certainly come for you if you try.

         The address ended with her supporters being instructed by Leadsom backer Penny Mordaunt to march up to parliament to impress upon the Tory MPs voting that day the need to do their duty. Andrea took a car herself, but it’s the thought that counts. To watch them make their way up Millbank was to picture the Walking Dead on the Countryside Alliance march. There was drill sergeant Tim Loughton MP. ‘What do we want?’ he demanded. 32‘Leadsom for leader!’ they shouted back. ‘When do we want it?’ he enquired. ‘NOW!’

         There were T-shirts over suits. There was perennial Stupidest Backbencher contender Peter Bone, several non-party members, a brachiosaurus with fairly eye-watering views on civil partnerships, and a few prematurely tweeded need-to-belongers, who – had they been born under other stars – would probably have ended up trying to set fire to their trainers in an aisle seat on a plane. The entire event was an am-dram peasants’ revolt metaphor against whichever section of the establishment former banker Andrea is pretending not to be part of. Perhaps it will play brilliantly with the membership.

         As for the rest of us, it’s hard to imagine where we were before Andrea was deemed a breakout star of the referendum campaign. Yet we still know so tantalisingly little about her. After all, as a junior minister in Her Majesty’s government, Andrea enjoyed the sort of anonymity you’d hope for in one of the better witness protection programmes.

         Even the verdicts of her friends tend towards the confusing. ‘She has steel,’ blethered Iain Duncan Smith, ‘but there is a velvet glove of compassion.’ Oh, Iain! God knows I’ve learned to manage my expectations as far as IDS is concerned. But I would like a secretary of state who understood a basic despot metaphor before he accidentally deployed it.

         Other points of intrigue? Andrea’s the passionate advocate of attachment theory who wants to abolish maternity rights. If you’re one of those people who imagines that the two positions are in some way contradictory, you are strongly urged to let go of your rational brain and experience Andrea as an idea, a feeling, a repository for thousands of subclinical Thatcher fixations which are less an indicator of her calibre than they are of the stigmatisation of asking for help among a particular stripe of Tory rank and file.

         At least 50% of her public statements sound as if they were said for a dare. ‘Let’s banish pessimists.’ ‘Boris Johnson is a lovely man.’ 33The rest sound like she’s assembling end times magnetic fridge poetry. ‘As a mum’, Leadsom would like her hands on the nuclear codes. She likes to retreat to cooking the Sunday roast, which – contrary to what you may have heard – is not always a homosexual. This homespun hard-arse stuff is pushed with sledgehammer deliberateness – an attempt to position her as Brexit’s Oxo mum.

         Which leaves us with Theresa May. Has it really come to this? Yes. Yes, I’m afraid it has. There are few neater indicators of quite how far we’ve travelled over the past 14 days than to find so many people, particularly non-Tory voters, now actively yearning for it to be Theresa May. ‘Christ,’ muttered one friend with wry despair, ‘I now want this more than I did Obama.’ Yup, we’re all realpolitikos now. Stick a fork in my dreams. They’re done.

         That final David Cameron PMQs in full: everything is awesome!

         13 July 2016

         This really was vintage Cameron: cracking gags while Britain burns. Mind you, all we seem to care about is that bleeding cat

         ‘As I leave today,’ reflected David Cameron, ‘I hope that people will see a stronger country.’ And I hope to open the batting for England in the first Test against Pakistan at Lord’s tomorrow.

         He certainly leaves behind a country that has voted to leave the European Union, in which he wanted it to remain, whose own union is imperilled, which is beset by the grimmest economic warnings, which is moving close to a one-party state, and which is staring down the barrel of a Sam Allardyce managerial era. Technically, the last two aren’t his fault. But when you’re hot, you’re hot. 34

         This wasn’t the precise summary the outgoing prime minister went with, deciding to play out with a tribute to the House of Commons. ‘I will miss the roar of the crowd, I will miss the barbs of the opposition. But I will be willing you on – willing all of you on.’ His last line was a soaring hymn to accomplishment that glossed over the fatal political nosedive he’d just taken. ‘Nothing is really impossible if you put your mind to it,’ Cameron claimed. ‘After all, as I once said, I was the future once.’ Mm. Unfortunately, you can’t fit 48% of the country in a DeLorean.

         Later, he would stand outside Downing Street with Samantha Cameron and his three children behind him, promising them no more red boxes and declaring that he had always been struck by ‘a quiet but prevailing sense that most people wished their prime minister well’.

         Still, let all farewell montages be soundtracked with ‘Everything Is Awesome’. Cameron always has a masterful line in wry faux self-deprecation, and his final prime minister’s questions was the usual genial cockabout. There were walk-ons for a couple of classic Cameron ordinary folk. An employee in Downing Street who wasn’t remotely interested in politics but who’d thanked him for ‘your lot’ passing legislation allowing him to marry his partner. A man in New York who’d apparently said to him, ‘Hey – Prime Minister’s Questions – we love your show.’ These should be among your favourite real-life characters to be showcased by Cameron since the TV debate shortly before he first came to power in 2010, in which he described meeting ‘a 40-year-old black man’ who’d ‘served in the Royal Navy for 30 years’.

         He was mostly thanked by the house. Even the leader of what is currently euphemised as ‘the opposition’ had some praise. Jeremy Corbyn, who always delivers jokes like he’s chewing a wasp, asked Cameron to pass on his thanks to his mother for the advice on smartening up his business attire and inquired if he was going to take up the newly vacant seat on the Strictly judging panel. Do they 35film it in a seven-star hotel in the Maldives? If not, probably best to rule him out.

         So what now? In answer to the traditional question about his engagements, Cameron had begun by observing wryly that his diary for the rest of the day was ‘remarkably light’, other than a meeting with Her Majesty. Ah yes, this afternoon’s appointment to see the Queen – the 12th prime minister to take their leave in her reign. There’s always speculation as to what she says at these moments. I assume that today, HM will just adapt the words of the police chief in Point Break: ‘You were a real blue-flame special, weren’t ya? Young, dumb and full of …’

         Fun? He was full of fun while it lasted, wasn’t he? We must hope Cameron’s resignation honours will reflect this aspect of his personality. A peerage for his friend Jeremy Clarkson. A knighthood for the former police horse he couldn’t remember riding at the height of the phone-hacking scandal.

         His other task today will be to leave a letter for his successor. And as a prime minister who spent most of the last election campaign holding up Liam Byrne’s joke note reading ‘I’m afraid there is no money’, I’d like to think he went with some black humour of his own when dashing something off to Theresa May. Something like: ‘I’m afraid there is no future.’ The other thing he leaves May is Samantha Cameron’s naff chrome kitchen, which she’ll be too waste-conscious to rip out.

         In the end, though, perhaps you shall know a country by the boggling displacement activity in which it engages in its hour of greatest crisis. The prime minister was at pains to address one of the dominant news preoccupations over the past 48 hours. To wit: the future of Larry, the Downing Street cat. Honestly, this bleeding cat. There is no better illustration of the thousand-yard stare of British repression than the worry, time and concern that has been lavished on this cat, even as Britain hurtles deeper into the shitstorm. How will the cat handle a new person in charge of the people who are in 36charge of the people who put food in its bowl? Is the cat pining? Would it be best to give the cat to the Cameron children? Or will the cat take Brexit as an opportunity and seize it with both paws? What is the optimal way to help the cat through this?

         Sling another chair leg on the fire and accept that this is your reality. For Queen and country we must do our duty to the cat, just as Anthony Hopkins in Remains of the Day must serve dinner while his father is dying upstairs.

         Boris Johnson, David Davis and Liam Fox as the Three Brexiteers? Dream on

         16 July 2016

         Extracting ourselves from the European Union could take up to six years, and the trio in charge are a joke

         Another week in Brexit, another seven days in which the tickers along the bottom of the news channels’ screens may as well have been changed to a continuous loop of the inquiry ‘WHAT JUST HAPPENED?????’

         Matters that would have added to the gaiety of the nation for days are relegated to news-in-brief items that really are far too brief. Gay-cure-linked biblical moraliser Stephen Crabb has left the government ‘in the best interests of my family’. Iain Duncan Smith must be sanctioned for failing to get back into work again. Michael Gove’s analogy, in which he was well placed to save a child from a collapsing building, has ended with the child taking out a restraining order against him.

         But it is the news of appointments actually made that has felt more deranged, with Theresa May’s reshuffle of government widely described as ‘root and branch’. Typically in the UK, jobs that are 37utterly thankless and unworkably exhausting are left to migrants. For whatever reason, Theresa May didn’t feel she had that option when she had to appoint her troika of senior ministers to handle the UK’s graceless exit from the EU. So it is that Boris Johnson, David Davis and Liam Fox will be hopping inside the Jean-Paul Sartre simulator and testing the theory that hell is other fatally flawed Tories. A bold branding initiative is trying to cast them as the Three Brexiteers, but you’ll probably be less disappointed if you see them as Aramis, Werritys and Takethepiss.

         Nobody knows anything, runs William Goldman’s ever-versatile verdict on Hollywood, and that motto is being metaphorically chiselled into the stone lintel above Whitehall’s newest department. Take our new secretary of state for exiting the European Union, David Davis. It has emerged that as recently as May, Davis had believed it would be possible for Britain to negotiate trade deals directly with each EU member state, as opposed to the reality, which is that member states are only permitted to negotiate as a bloc.

         Frankly, there hasn’t been as masive a misreading of a trade situation since the Jedi master Qui-Gon Jinn judged: ‘These federation types are cowards. The negotiations will be short.’ See ya 37 hours of tedious CGI politicking later, buddy! Or as Philip Hammond, the incoming chancellor of the exchequer, observed earlier in the week, extracting ourselves from the European Union could take six years, reminding dreamers that Brexit will be like living in an even crappier version of The Phantom Menace for more than half a decade.

         That David Davis was last seen suing Theresa May’s Home Office over surveillance, in the European Court of Justice, is just another of those boggling quirks of the new order which are – like the deaths of Spinal Tap drummers – best left uninvestigated. The judgment is pending, so let’s hope both parties are shameless enough to claim it as a win for the ministerial top table, whichever way it goes. 38

         Perhaps the best that can be said for Davis thus far is that his boss has yet to undermine his negotiating skills publicly. As we know from her 30-minute Tory leadership campaign, Theresa May has a benchmark for buffoonish negotiation, and it’s that loser who went to Europe to do a deal and ‘came back with three nearly new water cannon’. Which she wouldn’t let him use.

         Anyhow, that loser is now the foreign secretary. Sham marriages have longer honeymoon periods than May, who enjoyed a couple of hours after her nice speech in Downing Street before handing Boris Johnson the Foreign Office. Much of the reaction to the news was probably best summarised by the member of the public who hung a sign on the railings outside Boris’s London home reading simply ‘SORRY WORLD’.

         There has been a welter of speculation on the thinking behind the decision. Maybe May was worried that foreigners were too stupid to read the message of Brexit, and consequently made the appointment to underscore the point. After all, having the insult-happy Johnson as our outward face to the world sends the clearest message possible, short of spraying ‘BOTHERD WHAT YOU LOT THINK’ in 50-metre-high letters on the White Cliffs of Dover.

         As for the third of our ministerial band of brothers, it is a pleasure to welcome back former disgraced former minister Liam Fox, now secretary of state for international trade. Liam is a guy I always feel like I go back years with, on account of the fact that in the very first week of my employment at the Guardian, he was the star of the best item in the Diary column on which I worked. Certainly the only thing approaching a story. Liam had attended a reception in Westminster, where he had enchanted fellow guests with a brilliant joke. Question: ‘What do you call three dogs and a black-bird?’ Answer: ‘The Spice Girls.’

         Yup, that guy’s now secretary of state for international trade. The Spice Girls are currently trading with just Mel B, Geri and Emma 39involved, so Liam might want to adjust his numbers when wheeling out the old gag as an icebreaker with the Canadians. Always start with a joke, secretary of state. Heaven knows your boss did.

         Bending reality like a spoon: the week Labour entered The Matrix


         28 September 2016

         Endless meetings about anti-Semitism, Jeremy Corbyn fan poetry and a plot arc straight out of Hollywood – this year’s Labour party conference was in a world of its own. Roll up for the progressive future!

         ‘A queer experience, always, that conference,’ wrote Virginia Woolf of a visit to the Labour party annual gathering at Hastings in 1933. ‘The door opened into a buzzing bursting humming perfectly self-dependent other world.’

         Were Woolf to be reanimated and transported to this year’s Labour conference in Liverpool, you sense the hermetically sealed new politics might not have looked quite so new to her. Then again, there do seem to have been certain … developments since 1933. As an on–off antisemite, for instance, Virginia may have welcomed this year’s bogglingly increased number of opportunities to discuss ‘the Jewish question’.

         By way of illustration, consider this snapshot of about three hours on the first evening of the conference. At 7.15, there was a Jewish Labour Movement rally against racism and antisemitism. At 7.30, there was an event organised by Jewish Socialists for Justice, entitled ‘Anti-Zionism is not Anti-Semitism’. By this stage, a chap manning the Labour Friends of Israel stand in the conference auditorium had revealed that he had been approached by another chap asking, rhetorically, ‘But wasn’t there a Jewish plot to oust Jeremy 40Corbyn?’ following up with the inquiry, ‘But it was organised by Jewish MPs, wasn’t it?’ and continuing in this vein until his attempt to confirm that Angela Eagle’s ‘husband’ is Jewish caused the LFI volunteer to curtail the discussion.

         A few minutes’ walk away, at Momentum’s concurrent conference, the hours between 5pm and 7pm were given over to a debate featuring the movement’s vice chair, one Jackie Walker, whose chief claim to fame was previously being briefly suspended from the Labour party for an allegedly antisemitic social media post (though today it was revealed she had enlivened a conference antisemitism training session by declaring it would be ‘wonderful’ if Holocaust Memorial Day was not just for the Jews). On Sunday, however, she took the opportunity to judge that her claim to Jewish identity had been questioned by Jewish publications ‘because I’m a black person and that’s it’.

         Fellow panellist and Jewish Labour chair Jeremy Newmark was rebuked from the floor for comments about the Holocaust, the speaker referencing the current ‘police holocaust’ against black people. Newmark cited a poll showing just 8% of British Jews supported Labour; an audience member demanded, ‘Whose fault is that!?’ The event’s title: ‘Does Labour have an Antisemitism Problem?’ To which the only possible answer seems to be: what does it effing look like? I’m sure there were party conferences in the year 1933 at which the Jews were discussed this much. But not, perhaps, in this country.

         Still, roll up for the progressive future. These days, party conferences – for all of the parties – have about as much cut-through as minor fluctuations in the bale price on the Karachi cotton exchange. When I was young, the BBC daytime schedules were cleared for live screening of all the speeches from the podiums, allowing viewers to really get inside the action of a plenary session on NEC constitutional amendments. I don’t know what they rated then, but now they’d struggle even to rate at all. To watch someone 41bellowing from the podium about this being the most exciting moment in socialism in decades is to know more powerfully than you have ever known anything that it would get murdered by a Jeremy Kyle repeat.

         Did shadow defence secretary Clive Lewis punch a wall or didn’t he? It’s unconfirmed, but unless he had somehow contrived to punch a wormhole right through the backdrop of the Trump–Clinton debate, political attention was largely concentrated a few thousand miles west of here this week.

         Still, there were some diversions. This year the conference bubble has a precocious off-Broadway rival in the form of Momentum’s own festival, which goes under the banner of ‘The World Transformed’ and sports amusing innovations, such as an ‘actor in residence’. I particularly enjoyed the series of three giant artworks pointing out diffidently that ‘Advertising Shits in Your Head’. The Momentum fringe is unquestionably far more vibrant and jolly than the conference proper, but the comparison feels like a discussion about which occupant of a morgue would perform best on Strictly. I feel I have to challenge the assertion one Momentum attendee made to Paul Mason: namely that ‘the whole city’s buzzing’. But perhaps I was plodding round the wrong bits of it.

         Anyway, the festivities began last Saturday with the Labour party renewing its vows with Corbyn. ‘Genuinely the best moment of my life,’ a very nice and enthusiastic young Momentum member told me. ‘An even worse idea than when my parents got back together for the second time,’ shuddered my husband. I believe the modern way past this division is to observe vaguely that everyone can only live their truth. For some, that means operating on a higher plane of politics. You might have heard about Tom Watson’s eye-catching speech praising the achievements of the Blair/Brown years, during which I imagine the autocue cable was simply cut in paragraph three. When Watson got to a line declaring that ‘We need to win elections’, there were several boos from the floor. 42

         Wherever you stand on this slightly idiosyncratic version of enthusiasm and energy, though, to be among it for a few days is to be reminded anew of its essential draw. I know those on the centre left think Corbyn has stolen everybody’s future and whatnot, but watching him take the podium stronger than ever, they have to concede that part of the excitement of the past year for Corbynistas is that they are basically involved in a plot that’s straight out of the movies. An anonymous guy is suddenly – by an extraordinary series of events – catapulted on to the big stage. Vast crowds mass to hear him speak; his iconic image is plastered on everything. It all becomes increasingly intoxicating, in a quasi-religious type of way, and almost frighteningly unmanageable before he has even had a chance to change his jacket.

         I would say we are now at the end of Act One. If you are asking me how this type of movie usually progresses, it eventually becomes clear that it could have been him, but it could have been anybody. As the plot thickens, it turns out that our hero is utterly expendable to the wider machine, and potentially a minor inconvenience down the line when They have to sideline him to keep his legacy alive for The Cause (not that one, just a generic Cause). But it’s altogether simpler for Them if he can just fall off something and get martyred. Of course, he won’t.

         Traditionally, this all sets up a great Act Three, in which the hero can go full training montage and show what he is really made of by bringing down the whole edifice/getting crushed and sent to live in disappointed exile. Who stars? Hanks, if you can get him, or a young Jimmy Stewart, obviously. Costner would ruin it, though not as badly as the signs suggest Corbyn will.

         A year in to his leadership, and despite his best major speech performance yet, Corbyn still comes across as someone all this is happening to, as opposed to because of. Monday morning found him touring and posing among the official conference stands. When he came to the one run by the Labour Campaign for Mental Health, 43he smiled and dutifully held up their placard reading ‘Bring Back the Shadow Cabinet Minister for Mental Health’ – a post he himself scrapped in July. Perhaps he is so used to decades of ineffectually waving protest banners that he didn’t realise this was one campaign he alone had the power to fix.

         Whether the alarm bells ring for him as he tours Momentum stands selling £10 books of fan poetry about himself is unclear. He doesn’t let on, though I don’t know if he has specifically read, say, ‘Someone Happened’ by Abigail E. O. Wyatt: ‘Someone crept in / and lit a candle in our hearts / that someone happened / to be him.’ Either way, I have been to Madonna tours with less merchandise featuring the star. Alan Partridge’s reaction when faced with similarly T-shirted and enshrined levels of fandom was to run for the hills, screaming, ‘You’re a mentalist!’ but Corbyn seems more relaxed about this aspect of his role than any other.

         It’s not just doggerel and JC singlets, though. Wares available in the main Labour conference venue ranged from the gently self-parodic – £2 beard comb, anyone? – to remnants from the besuited, Mandelsonian era of City style. One stall sold ties and cufflinks and socks in a tin, though a brisk trade did not seem to be happening. Over at Momentum, a man had set out a table offering anti-army merchandise. ‘Join the army,’ enticed the cover of a pamphlet. ‘Free prosthetic limbs!’ That one was competitively priced at £10.

         Away from the retail opportunities, the moral relativism is striking. At a Momentum event discussing the menace of media bias, there were loud cheers and applause for the notion that ‘the BBC’s treatment of Jeremy Corbyn has been a much bigger disgrace than the Daily Mail’s’. All visitors to ‘The World Transformed’ were handed a document calling for ‘a democratic media’ which contains what you might think would have been a real warning sign of a quote: ‘Of course,’ this runs, ‘the only media we can really rely on is our own.’ Spoken like all the good guys of history, right there.44

         One speaker from the floor solved the problem of Jeremy and the media via recourse to a discussion in The Matrix on spoon-bending. It is explained to Neo that ‘It is not the spoon that bends, it is only yourself.’ What this showed very clearly, the woman concluded, was that ‘Jeremy Corbyn should not bend to the media; the media should bend to Jeremy Corbyn.’ Mmm. I have always had a weakness for those great 1968 graffiti slogans (‘Do not adjust your mind – there is a fault in reality’). But with the best will in the world, there actually is a spoon. There are lots of spoons. Experience – bitter or otherwise – suggests Corbyn’s Labour are going to have to make their peace with the notion of spoons.

         Finally, as someone who has been spared conference attendance for what I think must be 10 years, one of the most striking aspects was the almost total lack of security. In the run-up to the event, there was a faintly embarrassing saga, when it looked like Labour couldn’t get any firm to provide security services. My instinct at that moment was that they should have got the Hells Angels to do it, like the Rolling Stones did at the Altamont festival in 1969, but perhaps the fatalities put them off. In the end, Labour went with another firm (albeit one criticised for its use of zero-hours contracts).

         But this week you basically just walked in with a wave of your pass. The contrast could barely have been more marked with the 40-minute queues to get anywhere near the event that were such a maddening feature of the Blair/Brown era. On the one hand, the absence of that hysterical self-importance was more than welcome. On the other, given the desiccated nature of the event inside and the enduring notion that you are nothing in public life if people can’t manufacture a security threat around you, it did rather give the impression of the Labour conference being something too irrelevant to even dream of attacking. You’d have had more trouble getting into a Football League ground. A conference headed for the Conference? I leave it to you to decide. You can only live your truth, after all.45

         Ladies, please tell – how do you resist the hardmen of Ukip?

         7 October 2016

         Now that they’ve got the Brexit they wanted, Ukip’s leading lights are behaving like drunks at the end of a stag weekend

         Of all the political mysteries we’ll never get to the bottom of, the most unfathomable is surely Ukip’s own admission that it lags so significantly behind with female voters. At the last count, over two-thirds of the party’s support was male, while the 2015 election saw the Tories post majority female support, at 56%. Ladies, what is wrong with you? We know you’re irrational, but this just proves it. How can it be that Ukip is such a thrusting and potent political force, but still struggles to break through to anything like the same degree with womankind – even when it acts like a party whose motto is the Latin for ‘Sorry, luv, I’m too big for condoms’?

         I once saw a TV dating show in which a contestant was asked what she looked for in a partner, and she said: ‘I like men who fight in bars.’ So the potential support base must be out there. As resignation-resistant superbug Nigel Farage is always saying: it’s up to us to reach it and build on it. Or get it to hold our jacket while we lamp some twat. Whatever. Among the metaphorical dating show contestants that are Ukip’s elite, then, who is your favourite hardman? There’s certainly an embarrassment of choice. Do join me as we review the options.

         First up is Steven Woolfe, the polished and modern wannabe leader who writes terrible poetry, yet who offered a colleague outside during a ‘clear the air’ meeting of Ukip MEPs. Precisely what happened next appears to be a matter of debate, though no one disputes the fact that Steven later suffered two seizures and was 46taken to hospital, where he spent much of the afternoon reportedly fighting for his life with suspected bleeding on the brain. That grim diagnosis has thankfully not come to pass, and Woolfe is now much recovered. Or, as another Ukip MEP, Nathan Gill, put it: ‘Steven is sick of croissants and ready for a full English.’ I like how even this comment smacks of resentment at foreigners (they’re still technically foreigners, even though it’s their own country, aren’t they?). A dim view appears to have been taken of the hospital, which had not only the temerity to treat Woolfe without charge, but then to offer him a continental breakfast.

         Anyway, if you’re not taken with Steven, how about the fella who allegedly nearly gave him a brain haemorrhage, Mike Hookem? Mike, who is Ukip’s defence spokesman, says that what happened was that Steven walked into a door or something. On Friday he thought carefully about what he wanted to say about the slurs and declared he was going to ‘fight my corner’. Mike reminds me a lot of the bit in Hard to Kill where Steven Seagal says: ‘I’m going to take you to the bank, Senator Trent. To the blood bank!’

         If Mike doesn’t do it for you, maybe you’re a lesbian, but not the hot kind? Or maybe you have your eye on Neil Hamilton – memba him? – who on Thursday showed how political office, no matter how obscure, can even make guys who were picked last for sport at school imagine themselves to be slightly harder than Dirty Harry. While reports still had Woolfe fighting for his life, Neil busted on to the BBC to declare, like a man of the world, that Woolfe had ‘picked a fight and come off worse’. Yeah – out here, men are men. Welcome to the Strasbourg frontierland! Furthermore, Neil chuckled like one who knows, the alleged punch-up was the kind of thing that happens when ‘passions run high’. To which the only reasonable reply is: dude! That means a lot from a man whose signature streetwear is a spotty bowtie.

         Still, if Neil doesn’t stuff your brown envelope, maybe you’re the demographic that would be psephologically excited by Arron 47Banks. As the chief Ukip financier, Arron had to buy his way in to the gang, but that doesn’t stop him styling himself as the Chuck Norris of insurance firms. Having at first declared himself ‘utterly disgusted’ by Hamilton, Arron soon decided he’d prefer to be disgusting than ignored. He took to Twitter to announce: ‘I once punched my Oz business partner after a row but I asked permission. He sat through dinner with a bag of frozen peas on his chin.’ ‘Odd men,’ one tweeter observed rather mildly. ‘You wouldn’t understand,’ shot back Arron, who always tweets like he’s doing 97mph in a Vauxhall Cavalier with a suit jacket hung up in the rear window. ‘It’s called a competitive spirit! It’s why some people are winners …’

         Of course, if Banks isn’t your bag, ladies, you are left with covert-coated caretaker leader Nigel Farage, who is trying to rise above this illegal kumite by summarising it as ‘something that happens between men’. It really says something about our leading males that Farage has become the stylish sophisticate in all this. He’s basically Ukip’s Cary Grant now, if not its Clooney. The minute he’s set up this latest inquiry, he’s got his eye on a Nespresso ad.

         So there you have it. Perhaps a certain amount of bloodsport is inevitable, given that Ukip has always disported itself in the Strasbourg parliament like Brits on a stag do. Various of their number have mugged off the foreigners in excruciatingly boorish speeches, formally denied pissing in hotel plant pots, got sensationally drunk, posted pictures with a stripper and run up taxpayer bills only slightly less than the outgoing EU rebate. Now that they’ve got what they wanted out of the referendum, we are in the final stages of this jolly – which is to say, that bit where the best man punches the groom and you end up having to bellow ‘Speak English!’ at some Dr Dipstick in A&E. It’s time to go home, lads. But will anyone still be speaking as they wait for Ryanair to airlift them out?

         While we’ve yet to find out, perhaps it’s time to ask whether Ukip’s brave gender experiment has delivered for the party or is 48becoming even more of a liability than a business hiring a woman who might get knocked up in a couple of years? Put simply: Ukip has made amazing and admirable strides in promoting men. But let’s be realistic: that has resulted in an elite that clearly has a tendency to become too emotional, that acts highly irrationally and that frequently comes off as a bit crazy. I know Ukip hardmen want to have it all. But are they up to it?

         It’s winner takes all on Brexit island, because the audience demands it

         4 November 2016

         Politics has become a non-stop TV reality show. Pity the judiciary – it’s been voted off this week

         Like so many of the biggest formats in the golden era of reality TV, Brexit is set on an island. Back in the early years of the millennium, you were nothing in unscripted programming unless you were marooned on an island or in a McMansion, then forced to fight your way to the prize by scheming, screaming, demeaning, and not forgetting the lyrics to ‘Dance with My Father’. The transatlantic spirit of the age was Simon Cowell, a populist whose love of plebiscites did little to disguise his totalitarian ambition. When he declared, ‘No one is ever going to publish a book called Simon Cowell, My Struggle,’ I wept for the loss of the German edition.

         The holy grail of reality formats was conflict, as orchestrated by cynical, unseen producers, who manipulated participants into degrading themselves and the public into voting – at financial cost – for the result. Absurd props and esoteric MacGuffins were spoken of as solemnly as if they were articles of a country’s constitution. Tribal Council. The Diary Room. Bushtucker Trials. The £350m 49Bus. Judges’ Houses. Unelected Judges’ Houses. Hang on – a couple of those have ended up in the wrong list. Still, you get the idea.

         As any number of dystopian fictions, from Rollerball to The Hunger Games, have long warned us, the future is a televised contest played for the highest stakes. So we must have known the current shitshow was in the post. Either way, it turns out all those who used to tut, ‘How low can reality TV go?’ were totally asking the wrong question. Look how high it’s gone! Never mind history repeating itself as farce – reality TV is repeating itself as history. On the other side of the Atlantic, arguably the biggest reality star of that golden era is currently the Republican nominee for the presidency. Over this side, to many narcotised by two decades of the genre, the uncomplicated certainties of its voting are regarded as less of a conspiracy than judicial process.

         With the exception of The X Factor, where the hostility was more covert, reality-TV voting was always disapproval voting. You voted off. You voted out. And that was that. A significant section of the population believe the EU was voted off on 23 June and now are beginning to openly dismiss the rule of law, as though it were Jedward or a Survivor contestant who disparaged the Ulong tribe’s plans for a shelter with an awesome sex crib attached. Who does Cayla even think she is? What even is the rule of law? Who made it queen of everything? Tory MP David Davies doesn’t believe in it; half the papers don’t believe in it; others have already taken their lead without encouragement. Maybe the rule of law’s ‘journey’ on the show has come to an end, and we should crank up ‘Everybody Hurts’ and bid it farewell with a montage of its best bits.

         Today’s Daily Express front page likened the ‘threat’ of a high court ruling on the triggering of Article 50 to that of Hitler. Guys, if you hate Hitler so much, stop publishing front pages that read like future exhibits in a museum show called ‘Before the Militias’. The second most WTF-laden intro was in the Daily Mail, which assigned Ark of the Covenant-like qualities to a leaflet whose only 50prior claim to fame was being dismissed as a biased disgrace in the Daily Mail. As Friday’s paper had it: ‘MPs last night accused judges of failing to read the £9m taxpayer-funded publicity leaflet that stated the referendum result would be followed directly by ministers.’ Wait – MPs accused judges of failing to read a leaflet? Did they also accuse them of failing to follow the rules of Bootcamp? Can we settle this with an immunity task/a sing-off in the karaokosseum/a catfight between the leaflet and the bus? Also, didn’t the Daily Mail watch the shows? The mean judge is always a Brit – and in this case, there are three of them. Can’t at least one of these leaflet-shunners be replaced by X Factor judge – and Brexiteer – Sharon Osbourne?

         Having banged on about their failure to remotely understand what they were asking for at the time, I do have to offer another slow handclap for the generation of politicians such as Gordon Brown – a man so obsessed with The X Factor that he once wrote personal letters to the finalists – who were forever on about wanting ‘an X Factor politics’. Newsflash, Gordon: this is what X Factor politics looks like. Try not to choke on it!

         Now his ratings are on the slide, Cowell can at least take comfort that his plan to ‘give politics the X factor’ has come to pass. ‘The fact we’re allowing the public to make the decisions most of the time is a really good thing,’ Cowell once mused of his various shows. ‘The great thing is when you start seeing it in places like China and Afghanistan. It’s democracy. We’ve kinda given democracy back to the world.’ Man, he had it all figured out, didn’t he?

         A bit like his best mate Philip Green – whose report into government efficiency concluded that running the vast and complex machinery of the state was akin to retail – Cowell’s reputation as a man with the answer to everything is likely to oxidise rapidly. At one stage he punted the idea of a TV show where the public voted every week on a political issue – and perhaps Simon passed on this faith in frequent referendums to David Cameron, whom he backed 51in a major Sun splash on the eve of the 2010 election. Cameron, he reckoned, was a man of ‘substance’ with ‘the stomach to navigate us through difficult times’.

         In the end, it’s amazing – considering how histrionic and uncivilised many found it at the time – quite how rule-abiding and righteous reality TV now looks compared with actual reality. There were parameters on the shows, even on many of the ghastlier ones. I mean, at least soundstages were frequently equipped with lie detectors. Imagine how much better this US election would have been with a polygraph. Imagine how much better the referendum campaign would have been with a polygraph. Imagine how much better both would have been if politicians had been bleeped and called into the producers when they said something racist.

         Please don’t take all this as the view from above. It is hardly a matter of pride, but I suspect I am as unwittingly, hopelessly addicted to the horrifyingly debased dramas of today’s politics as many others. I used to watch lots of reality shows, but they haven’t done it for me for years now. Maybe the hit I used to get off their dramas and conflicts – was it dopamine? – requires a bigger stimulus. In the mad fever dream of the US election and the increasingly frightening divisions of Brexit, both amplified by social media, maybe I and countless others have found it. This used to be the way we watched. Now it’s the way we seek to govern; the way we govern; the way we live.52
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