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Introduction


Over more than sixty years on the air, From Our Own Correspondent has done its best to take listeners to parts of the world where they had never been, and perhaps never would go in their lives: war zones, refugee camps, elite universities, space stations, spy academies and lions’ dens of all sorts. Its dispatches introduce audiences to people they might never expect to meet – kingpins, revolutionaries, assassins and outcasts. It has always relied on the power of personal testimony, with its contributors not merely reporting the news, but sharing what they found out along the way, and how it felt. Very often, it was their individual impressions and responses which made a piece vivid and memorable; the programme prides itself on relaying ‘the stories behind the headlines’ – that is to say, the deeper and longer currents which throw up the crashing waves of current events. ‘We need the sights, sounds and smells, as well as the facts and figures’: that’s how the production team often sums it up for potential writers.


This unusual amount of leeway allowed for personal reactions does set it apart from many other news and current affairs programmes, on the BBC or other broadcasters. Correspondents for FOOC are positively encouraged to break the usual mould of news reporting (though some might describe it as being more like bursting free of a corset, or even a straitjacket). Over the decades, the usual trappings of news reporters at work have become predictable, even ritualised: there they will be, standing neatly dressed outside a landmark building, next to a satellite dish, with microphone in hand, talking confidently in assertive ‘outside’ voices, announcing the headlines or the latest updates to the world. When other voices break in, or the unexpected happens, the spell is broken, and the old formats can begin to look a little superannuated. But try as they might to remake the news in a more fluid, interactive fashion, indulging in more back-and-forth with their audiences, a wider pool of voices, and a sense of constant movement, news broadcasters can’t completely jettison the established ways of doing things.


The usual style of a dispatch for FOOC may seem even more traditional, verging on outdated. Five whole minutes of a single voice, reading aloud from a script, and nothing else? There aren’t many places left in any medium for such an extended, focused exercise. But the very simplicity of the format allows for something different, and often far more intimate than other kinds of reporting; not by attempting to sum up the whole picture, but rather, trying to find another window on it, often by focusing on the smaller details which serve as microcosms of an entire, sometimes terrifyingly large narrative. The Egyptian sofa overlooking Tahrir Square that’s seen the entire Arab Spring and its aftermath unfold. The frozen basement full of rapidly thawing whale meat revealing how fast Alaska’s permafrost is melting. The empty lunch tables which betray the impact of the financial crisis in Portugal.


It’s a programme which demands an unusually high level of literary feeling, and of attention to detail. Those who think of radio as a succession of spontaneous but revealing live conversations would wonder at the extraordinary pains taken on FOOC to make each image tell, ensure each description conjures a clear picture, choose precisely the right quote. And then come the fact-checking, the pulling-apart of statistics and the wrangling over the finer points of vocabulary, syntax and grammar. To meld all this together, while still sounding as though you’re speaking your own thoughts in your own words, remains a delicate art.


Once BBC foreign correspondents were nearly all of a recognisable type – middle-aged, middle-class, highly literate men from Great Britain, who’d often moved into broadcasting after careers in print journalism, and could be relied upon to interpret strange goings-on abroad for a domestic audience. As British society and the BBC itself changed, since the 1960s, there’s been a steady increase of ‘other’ voices – women, younger people, non-Britons, British citizens with international backgrounds – among their ranks.


In the past few decades, the BBC, like many news organisations, has moved towards using far more ‘insiders’ – reporters born and raised in the countries they’re reporting on, or who’ve lived there for years, or who are at least specialists in their politics or economy. Or they may come from the very communities they’re covering. That background can certainly provide windows which visiting outsiders cannot. There’s a vivid, lived-in quality to some reports in this anthology which no outsider could summon, however well informed.


The insights and angles these correspondents have shared would have been difficult for the older model of a ‘classic BBC man’ to glean. Secunder Kermani’s reflection on the kind of haircut he favours – along with seemingly every other man under thirty in one Pakistani town – can tell you more about migration, marriage and aspiration between the UK and South Asia than any number of hard news reports from Westminster or Islamabad. The Western press might editorialise at length about how Russian law and society treat gay citizens, but it’s something else again to read Paul Henley’s account of shaking the hands of people who (in their own words) would never accept his sexuality.


After a great deal of soul-searching about the ethics of star correspondents ‘flying in to do a disaster’, there’s a real and increasing appetite for international affairs coverage by people who know a story inside out. How can someone based in a news bureau thousands of miles away, who has jetted in for a few days of intensive coverage and then leaves straight afterwards, really have special insight to offer? Why should it be their voice, rather than anyone else’s, that we listen to?


This is always a difficult editorial tightrope to walk. While an ‘insider’ might have the deepest understanding of the story, they might not know the most elegant way to tell it. An ‘outsider’ just flying in on behalf of the BBC may sometimes get an easier ride from interviewees, or have a wider, more impartial view of a knotty issue. And while there will always be times when only an insider’s knowledge will do, there will also be occasions when a British au­dience really needs someone to express the local nuances of a foreign story in terms it can grasp. There will never be a one-size-fits-all solution.


And what about the audiences beyond the UK – both for the BBC as a whole and for the programme? From Our Own Correspondent is now broadcast on the World Service, too, in an international edition, which may frame the stories differently but uses many of the same dispatches. Finding the right words, the right level of detail, the right register to tell a story as well as possible, to as many people as possible, will always be an exercise in compromise and consideration.


Notoriously, a great blizzard of names and numbers is never likely to work well in audio; hard data is often easier to grasp in visual form, while a complex investigative paper trail might be easier to follow in written prose than through an exhaustive spoken account of every step. But what the kind of radio reporting which FOOC specialises in really can achieve – perhaps more vividly than any other medium – is connecting listener and journalist with extraordinary intimacy. In retelling their own account of how they got a news story, reporters can zero in on what really mattered: the images and words they’ll never forget, and the moments which made the deepest impression on them. That personal touch is what makes the finest dispatches on FOOC really sing.


Witnessing history, weighing up what really matters and then writing about it as it’s still happening all demand stamina, as well as lightness of touch. Most journalists are quick to recognise their own privilege in being able to choose whether or not to go into a war zone, report on a natural disaster or cover a human emergency – and, more crucially, in being able to leave. This demands toughness. Their job is to get and relay the facts, not to act as relief workers, and certainly not to be self-indulgent about their own feelings. Yet you can’t report with accuracy if you have no empathy.


In August 2015, after weeks on the so-called ‘migrant trail’ through south-eastern Europe, covering the largest mass exodus there since the end of the Second World War, Nick Thorpe considered what he’d seen, and what he was really doing: ‘One of the most exhausting aspects of this refugee drama for us reporters,’ he wrote, ‘is that we make ourselves available as story tunnels. We funnel the plight of individual men, women and children into Europe, ahead of them – and we funnel back the fears and concerns of Europeans to the refugees’ countries of origin, and to the sprawling camps surrounding them. We repeat and interpret the words of the politicians who want them in, or want them out, or can’t decide. For two months I haven’t had a non-migrant dream …’ His words apply to many others who are still out there ‘in the field’, working in conditions of extreme stress and sometimes physical danger.


In sifting through a decade’s worth of dispatches for this book, it soon became clear that simply pulling together snap responses to ‘headline events’ wouldn’t do. As FOOC’s producers often point out, ‘life’s not all wars and elections, you know!’ Some correspondents really had been in exactly the right place at the right time, and witnessed the ‘big events’ or ‘defining moments’ at first hand. More often, they would arrive as soon as they were able and do the best they could to get as close as they could to the story. Often the most revealing writing came about not in the heat of the moment – when they’d be busy juggling hourly pieces to camera, relentless calling and texting, and the demands of their own technology – but in the quiet hours of the morning, on the flight home, or perhaps months or weeks (even years) later, after mulling it all over. (As an aside: it may seem odd that Brexit plays no part in this compilation, but as FOOC is a programme of international current affairs, and Brexit is a contentious matter of UK government policy, it’s a subject the radio broadcasts have largely avoided.)


So what have the correspondents been covering over the past ten years? It soon became obvious that four major, intricately interlocked ‘big stories’ stood out: the Arab Spring and its aftermath, the financial crisis, the war in Syria, and the surge in migration to Europe during 2014–2015. Each of those crises generated avalanches of news coverage, and correspondingly urgent dispatches on FOOC. But then there were the other, even bigger stories shaping our world: more amorphous and slow-moving, but even larger-scale narratives which would surely affect far more lives in their time. China’s rise to strategic and economic superpower status. Climate change and its consequences. The new landscapes of the earth as human consumption and settlement threatened entire cultures, species and ecosystems. And a relentless background hum, heard in story after story: the way technology was remaking everyone’s social and political life.


One telling – but internal – indicator reveals this shift. As part of the inevitable paperwork prepared for every episode of FOOC to be broadcast, the producer must list any mentions of brand names or commercial entities made in each programme. From the 1980s to the early 2000s, these were usually indicators of brute economic or military power; whenever there was a civil war on anywhere, references to Mercedes-Benz cars and Kalashnikov rifles would crop up in almost every episode. But by 2010 the world had grown noticeably more digital, and the most frequently cited brands had become the virtual titans of the information economy: iPhone, Facebook, Twitter, Google, YouTube.


That transformation is going to change events themselves, as well as the way they are reported, in the decades ahead. ‘User-generated content’ (the blurry videos shot on smartphones, the screenshots of revealing instant messages), rather than old-fashioned journalists’ shoe-leather or fixed phone lines, is often now the most direct route into a major story. Audiences now have a level of direct access to others’ lives unthinkable during the early years of radio or television broadcasting. If knowledge really is power, then the balance of power between broadcasters and their audience is clearly shifting, and so is the relationship between those audiences and the people who govern them. All that makes the dangers of ‘fake news’ ever more pressing, as partisan, incorrect or deliberately skewed reporting can bring about real-world results in record time. Mass panics, communal riots and sharpened prejudices have all been brought on by viral news.


A dispatch from Yemen encapsulated this. In February 2017, Elizabeth Kendall wrote of her travels in a remote region with some local bodyguards: ‘On my first visit to these deserts, almost five years earlier, they had spoken about Yemen itself as though it were a distant foreign country. Now they were asking me what I thought about the oppression of Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar and the anti-Muslim campaign promises of Donald Trump. What had changed, I asked? “Faysbuuk … WhatsAbb!” they laughed, as they whipped out their new smartphones.’


It’s undeniable that technology has made radio journalism easier in some ways – not least in reducing the weight of a reporter’s kit. In the old days they’d have to haul around reel-to-reel recorders the size and weight of Victorian suitcases; today we can take in dispatches from journalists who’ve recorded them using their mobile phones, and then sent the audio halfway around the world as an email attachment. Yet the endless multiplication of different platforms – radio, television, the BBC’s own news website, podcasts, social media – also makes far more demands on correspondents’ time. The competition is fierce and the pace is blistering. But there’s always still a place for one of the oldest human appetites: the hunger for a good story, told by someone who knows how.


So this book shouldn’t be read simply as a comprehensive digest, much less a ranking of the biggest news events of the decade, nor as a connoisseur’s selection of the finest writers to contribute to From Our Own Correspondent. Instead, it’s more like a compilation of personal snapshots: of those telling moments and revealing details which throw an intimate light on how the world is changing. Each edition of the programme on air tends to meander around the world following its own logic; the only real rule is not to be boring. Thus this book, while roughly divided into geographical sections, takes the same approach: it begins in Europe and travels roughly eastward around the planet, in no particular order, before drawing its breath to consider some stories on a truly global scale.




Part I: EUROPE




European Union


Chris Bockman – France – Remaking the Beret – 18/05/11


One of the best ways to tell a huge, global story in five minutes on the radio is to home in on a particular object which carries a weight of cultural expectation. From the hijab to an admiral’s tricorn, headwear expresses a great deal about who we think we are and how we’d like to be seen. The beret, once a bit of shorthand for French identity, provides an object lesson in how once-treasured symbols of European culture have changed their meaning – and had to reinvent themselves. Chris Bockman went to its spiritual home …


Although the beret is one of France’s most totemic objects the world over, its historical roots lie in the small town of Nay, deep in the Pyrenees mountain range. Its wide streets, arcades and large warehouses give away that this was once an important manufacturing centre. After the Second World War, the town and surrounding region was home to fifty factories and thousands of jobs in the beret-making business. Now there are just two beret workers left in Nay. They run the local Beret Museum in one of the former grand hat-making factories.


The museum is dedicated to the history of the hat. There are plenty of old looms, once used to make hats from the wool of local sheep. Faded photos on the walls underline that berets were once almost compulsory for men, a proud display of regional identity. Children wore them to school. For farmworkers they provided essential protection against the damp and cold of winter and intense sunshine in the mountains.


The tide began to turn against the beret in the 1950s. Farm labour started to die out, young people began to flock to the cities, and hats in general began to go out of style. But it was globalisation which finished off the French beret for good as a mass-produced export. Like countless other sectors of the European textile industry, production moved to Asia. Nearly all the world’s berets are now made in Bangladesh. French beret manufacturers – predominantly based in south-west France – were unprepared for the competition and unable to compete on price. Most of their factories closed down for good in the 1980s.


Just two have survived: Beatex and Blancq-Olibet. Between them they have around a hundred employees. Their headquarters are less than thirty miles apart – but rather than join forces, these two firms watch each other warily and try to keep hold of whatever market share they can.


Still, there may be strategies to keep the French beret industry going. Alain Zachar runs Blancq-Olibet. He used to be in the shirt-making business – but saw that industry vanish too, as low-cost producers emerged in China. So he has gone into berets. But he told me that this time he focused on big buyers with financial backing.


In other words: the military. The French army is buying berets in the tens of thousands and if Alain can provide high-quality, well-made hats tough enough for soldiers, then he could yet win out. And not just in France. He sees potential for selling military berets across the world – especially for UN-peacekeeping operations, where a floppy hat appears far less aggressive than a helmet.


Down the road in Oloron St Marie, the Beatex company is housed in an old factory now far too big for its current production. Modern machines spin wool into yarn. Next door around a dozen women work behind sewing machines, threading together the trimmings.


In a showroom full of the latest models, you quickly see that this company has a new customer in mind. With prices as high as 70 euros per beret, Beatex is targeting women looking for a ‘peasant chic’ look. Celebrities like Madonna and Claudia Schiffer have been spotted wearing the hat. Luxury designers Christian Dior and Hermès like the idea and have added these high-quality, French-made berets to their collections, hoping women not just in Paris but in Tokyo and New York will buy them.


Beatex’s owner Pierre Lemoine told me that going upmarket is the only way he can compete with cheap imports. The French-made beret only has a future as an expensive fashion accessory, he says. It’s certainly come a long way from its traditional roots. How ironic that a garment so rooted in a regional, rural, peasant lifestyle could survive thanks to a global market of urban fashionistas.


Alan Johnston – Italy – Five Star – 01/09/12


It can be hard to spot the end – or the beginning – of a historical era when you’re in the thick of it. The fourth of October 2009 isn’t a date engraved on many memories, yet for Italians it may prove to have been a watershed. That was the day that long-time provocateur and comedian Beppe Grillo announced the formation of the Five Star Movement (Movimento Cinque Stelle, or M5S) as a political campaign hoping to break what he called the stagnant, post-Second World War consensus in Italian politics. M5S wanted no more of the frequent yet pointless elections which returned the same old faces to power, without making any real changes. It called for no more cronyism, backroom deals or corrupt pacts. Direct democracy was its watchword, and online organising allowed its ideas to spread fast. Its populist appeal was obvious – and within a decade it would be part of a coalition government in Rome.


The mayor’s office in Parma’s medieval town hall is everything you might expect: a centuries-old seat of power in a wealthy Italian city. You can almost feel the weight of tradition. Aristocrats, dukes and duchesses stare out from old oil paintings. A thick marble desktop balances on the heads of carved golden lions. And a chandelier hangs beneath a vaulted ceiling.


But there’s nothing at all traditional about the new mayor who sits beneath the chandelier. Federico Pizzarotti represents the coming of people power in the politics of Parma. A few months ago he was just another commuter: a rather slight, smiling man on his way to a job in IT. But he stood for election as the Five Star Movement’s candidate … and surfed into office on a wave of contempt for the city’s regular politicians.


Mr Pizzarotti’s never been elected to anything before. But suddenly he finds himself in charge of a quite major city, which is nearly a billion dollars in debt. He acknowledges that of course he and his fellow Five Star councillors have absolutely no experience in this sort of area. But they do have experience of life, he says, and good judgement, and they will simply apply those things to the running of Parma. They know what’s in the people’s interest.


And that, Mr Pizzarotti would say, is what marks his Movement out from Italy’s traditional parties. In the eyes of the Five Star citizens, the political establishment is utterly self-seeking – irredeemably corrupt. A tall, thin, twenty-five-year-old student called Marco Bosi, a spokesman for the Movement on Parma’s council, put it like this: ‘The party system had failed the city,’ he said, ‘and the people have taken charge.’ All across the country, he went on, too many people didn’t feel represented. The solution, he said, was either to emigrate, or to try to change Italy …


The Movement aims to embody change. It wants to be everything that the established parties are not. There’s no Five Star membership list, no offices, no structure, no formally designated leadership. The aim is for the view of every single activist to count as much as any other. And at the Movement’s core is the idea that citizens need to participate continually in decision-making. If a hospital is to be built – or to be closed – everyone who might use it has a right to have a say.


But you might argue that faith in the wisdom of crowds can be overdone – that the masses can have moments of madness too. And I asked the Five Star student, Mr Bosi, if there wasn’t a danger that in all that mass consultation there’ll be masses of talk, but not so much action? That big, controversial decisions might be slow to emerge, that something like paralysis might lie in store for Parma, rather than swift and efficient government? He said that the new regime might be slower to arrive at decisions. But that when it did they would be better, because they’d been endorsed by everyone.


Although the Five Star Movement rejects the notion of hierarchy and leadership, it certainly feels like it has a leader – or at least a sort of ‘citizen number one’. He is Beppe Grillo, one of Italy’s best-known comedians – a shaggy-haired bear of a man, a bouncing ball of energy, always barracking and blasting the establishment. For example, Mr Grillo advocates a public trial for everybody who’s ever been elected to office. Each of them would be made to account for any unexplained wealth – any extra apartments, or the odd, mysterious half-million euros in the wife’s bank account.


It’s around a stream of thoughts like that that the Five Star Movement has coalesced on the internet, and rapidly become a serious force in Italian politics. And as Beppe Grillo rocks the establishment, he is coming under increasing scrutiny. Some see him as a dangerous populist. One critic has described him as whipping up a wave of feeling that threatens to sweep away the structures of Italian democracy … a raucous Pied Piper leading people to disaster.


Parma is where the Five Star Movement’s ideas will be tested for the first time. The new mayor Mr Pizzarotti knows that all of Italy is watching. But he doesn’t seem too fazed. He says he’ll set about his big challenge in the same way that he would set about trying to eat an elephant. He will do it bit by bit.


Niall O’Gallagher – Spain – Catalan Criticisms – 20/10/12


Over the past decade many an EU member state has wrestled with problems of devolution – the question of where, and at which level, real decisions should be made. Ideals of direct or popular democracy often clashed with the habits of central governments as regions with their own deeply held identies agitated for more powers. Sometimes the demands of cultural or linguistic minorities became more urgent. In Spain, since the end of the Franco dictatorship, there has been an ever-stronger sense of near-autonomy in the ‘other’ regions. The Basque Country, Galicia, Andalusia and Valencia all squeezed concessions from the national government based in Madrid. But the Catalan sense of regional pride was particularly strong – and emotive. Niall O’Gallagher may be the only BBC employee to speak both Gaelic and Catalan – so he was well-placed to explore the ambivalence and complexity of Catalonian aspirations.


In Barcelona, people have no problem talking to strangers. But then, there can’t be many better ways of drawing attention to yourself then carrying a camera and tripod around the city’s underground railway system. And, if like me, you have the kind of Celtic complexion that goes red under a sixty-watt bulb and have made the mistake of packing only dark suits to wear in the unseasonable autumn heat, people are curious to know where you’ve come from and what you’re doing there.


I’ve been a regular visitor and can get by in Catalan – something most locals regard as unusual for a foreigner, but usually approve of, making them more willing to open up. I had one such conversation with a middle-aged couple on the yellow line from the broad boulevards of the city’s nineteenth-century Eixample district to the port at the old fishing village of La Barceloneta. It began with the backslapping and jokes about bad weather that seem to accompany Scottish travellers anywhere in southern Europe.


Then we got on to the reason for our visit. ‘I’m here’, I told them, ‘to report on the Catalan independence debate.’


At that point the atmosphere changed. There was no hostility – our couple didn’t seem to resent foreigners poking their noses into their business – but while the husband had been taciturn, though smiling, from the start, his warm and elegantly dressed wife, so gregarious just a moment ago, suddenly seemed to have trouble finding her tongue. ‘It’s difficult,’ she told me. ‘It’s very difficult.’


That was something I came across again and again among the ordinary Catalans I spoke to, particularly those over fifty. They’re old enough to remember a time when it wasn’t possible to speak freely here, particularly not in Catalan, and certainly not about an issue like this. In the Santa Caterina food market, I put the question to two ladies in their seventies as they haggled over the price and size of the shining cuts of fish being chopped and wrapped before them. ‘What do you think, senyores, about independence for Catalonia?’ One laughed, while the other turned to me, smiled and drew her two fingers across her lips, zipping them shut.


That’s a neat image, I think, for the legacy of the dictatorship in Catalonia. Memories of the Franco period hold many people back from speaking openly about independence from Spain. But the written law also stands in the way of any consultation with the people as a whole. The post-Franco constitution calls on the armed forces to defend the unity of Spain. Whether or not Madrid would really be willing to send in the tanks to stop a referendum, the worry that they might is never far from the surface.


There is one place where no rule or reticence inhibits the overt display of pro-independence sentiment. We squeezed onto another crowded metro train to the home of FC Barcelona for their first league clash of the season against Real Madrid. Just weeks after demonstrations which saw an estimated 1.5 million people take to the streets to demand independence from Spain, campaigners used the classic derby to give their arguments a global audience. At exactly fourteen minutes past five that afternoon, supporters inside the stadium raised red and yellow tiles creating a mosaic of the Catalan flag, La Senyera – commemorating the fall of Barcelona in 1714, the year to which Catalan nationalists date the loss of their independence.


‘We pay a lot of taxes to Madrid and we don’t get enough back,’ said one young mother as she pushed her twins towards the gates in a Senyera-decked pram. ‘If we had control of our own money, we could give our children a better education.’


‘How come the king doesn’t speak Catalan if we’re supposed to be part of Spain?’ asked a lad in a Barca football shirt. ‘We’ve tried to be part of Spain but they don’t want us. Now we need independence.’


In the midst of the economic crisis, the Spanish government seems in no mood to negotiate a compromise that might lessen demands for independence on the Catalan streets. And so the scene is set for a confrontation, with no clear sense of when travellers on the Barcelona metro will get to have their say.


Nick Thorpe – Hungary – Orban’s National Theatre – 12/04/14


The Viktator. The Orbanator. Hungary’s president, elected in 2003 after eight years spent leading his country’s right-wing opposition party, Fidesz, has become emblematic of a certain kind of ‘post-liberal’ leader: a populist strongman, firmer on questions of national pride than free-market economics. An anti-globalist, proud to speak out in favour of what he calls ‘illiberal democracy’ and to resist outside pressures on his administration – whether they come from people or states. Nick Thorpe has observed his trajectory as a leader not just over years, but decades.


The name of the artist is in the bottom right-hand corner of the magnificent wall painting which stretches along one side of the Delegation Hall of the Hungarian parliament. Painted in 1901, it depicts the newly crowned king of Hungary, Ferenc Jozsef, astride his horse on the coronation mound in June 1867.


The king was already emperor of Austria, and his coronation marked the launch of a new venture, known as the Dual Monarchy, whereby Hungary regained control of its sovereignty within the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In his right hand is a sword, and as part of the unique coronation ritual of Hungarian kings, he cuts the air in four directions – an ancient warning to Hungary’s enemies to keep their distance.


An appropriate setting, then, for Viktor Orban’s first meeting since his re-election with the media who will transmit or question his message for the next four years. At fifty, Viktor Orban is a solid, bull-faced fellow with a jovial manner combined with a frown which could freeze a lake.


I last met him in the gloomy corridors of the sports hospital a few months ago. ‘Look – isn’t that you-know-who?’ my ten-year-old son whispered in my ear. And to my amazement, it was. Flanked by a bodyguard and a doctor, he was waiting his turn on a wooden bench in a state hospital for a heart test, ahead of a minor operation. We went over to say hello. He introduced me jokingly to his colleagues as a representative of the ‘hostile media’, and wished my son well in his footballing career.


As Hungary’s only charismatic leader since the fall of Communism, Mr Orban arouses anger and devotion in almost equal measure. ‘In Europe today those who believe in a path beyond national interests and sovereignty are over-represented. The Hungarian government has a different viewpoint,’ he told his Polish biographer Igor Janke. Europe can only be strong if it is made up of strong nations – that’s Viktor Orban’s creed. And the sword in his hand will cut anyone whom he suspects of challenging that vision.


I have watched him from close quarters since I first served him lapsang souchong tea in my Budapest flat twenty-six years ago. His strength has been his ability to adapt to new circumstances, and learn from his mistakes. His weakness, for me, is his almost messianic belief in himself as the saviour of the Hungarian nation. He has a fiercely majoritarian idea about democracy. The winner takes all, in his view, and opposition parties – what is left of them, after their second consecutive trouncing in the ballot booths – can join him in his crusade, or not.


At this point, my own path divides from that of many of his other critics, domestic and international. I am worried more by what he has not done than by what he has done in office. Hungary has been torn apart since the fall of Communism by a cold war between its liberals and national-conservatives. Ordinary people waited in vain for a compromise between the two elites – an agreement on the fate of Hungarian land, jobs, pensions and property. Viktor Orban, in 2010, was the first leader who had the power to impose a compromise – in the wording of the new constitution, for example – with which a maximum number of Hungarians could have agreed. Instead, he imposed a right-wing text which the opposition will probably spend the next hundred years trying to undo. The trenches in Hungary’s political trench warfare get ever deeper.


In Europe, his Hungary will take a proudly national angle on each issue. In the economy, he believes in strong state intervention. On climate change, he is in the sceptics’ camp, inclined to dismiss environmental protection as a conspiracy of the left.


‘I dreamt last night of a circus,’ the Hungarian writer Albert Wass wrote in 1947. ‘And people, my dream was a monstrous one.’ He goes on to describe nightmarish scenes, in which the Hungarians butcher one another in a circus, as the peoples of the world watch from their seats all around, placing their bets and cackling with laughter. All I can wish for my adopted homeland is that, with Viktor Orban or without him, there is a national theatre, not a national circus.


Hugh Schofield – France – Charlie Hebdo – 10/01/15


‘Je Suis Charlie’: a slogan and a sentiment which raced through social media across the world after the attack on satirical magazine Charlie Hebdo on 7 January 2015. The title traded on its fearless, no-holds-barred satire; it was always ready to go for the jugular on any issue – from immigration to religion, feminism to free speech. It had courted criticism by republishing the Danish newspaper Jyllands Posten’s notorious caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad in 2006, and in 2011 ran a deliberately provocative edition poking fun at Islamist politics in North Africa. After it published further cartoons depicting Muhammad in autumn 2012, the magazine was widely criticised and decided to take extra security measures. But no one had anticipated two gunmen bursting into its offices in Paris that day in January 2015 and killing twelve people.


I have a memory of the first time I read Charlie Hebdo. It will have been sometime in the 1970s, and I was on a family camping holiday in the middle of France. How on earth it ended up in our possession I have no idea: my parents were certainly not the kind of people to read obscene political cartoons.


But I do remember what was in it. There’d been demos outside a nuclear plant that was being built and a protester had died in clashes with police. I have a clear recollection of the front page: the ultimate caricature of a brutish French riot cop, a grinning, bovine thug, in his hand the blood-dripping head of a long-haired hippy.


As a nerdy teenager at the time and distinctly damp behind the ears, I remember thinking: we don’t get much of that back home! But it was vaguely stirring. What audacity! The image was so grotesquely exaggerated that you knew the message lay deeper.


They weren’t just saying: we think the police are thugs. They were saying: we think the police are thugs, and to make our point, we are prepared to push to the limit any notion of taste, decency and accuracy. Because we can. Because it’s funny. Why not?


Conservative types were shocked by Charlie Hebdo, and they were supposed to be. In those days its main target – apart from the police – was the Catholic Church. I’ve seen defecating popes, nuns in sex orgies, even nuns defecating on popes. Charlie Hebdo drew on an anti-clerical tradition in France that goes way back, and at some point the Church quite sensibly gave up complaining.


In my mind Charlie Hebdo merged with other childhood memories of France. Smelly loos at campsites; countryside that took your breath away; bosomy farmers’ wives in patterned blue dresses; all that bucolic stuff and the chateaux – and then this blast of raw, confrontational anarchy. It was all part of the French mix.


Quite possibly the artist who drew that totally over-the-top picture of the French riot cop was the cartoonist Cabu.


That’s another part of the mix – in France if you want to be taken seriously as an anarcho-agit-prop illustrator, get yourself a nom de plume. (In the obituaries this week, the cartoonists have all been designated by their nicknames – I don’t think anyone cares what they are actually called.) Cabu was definitely around and drawing for Charlie Hebdo back in the 1970s. In his eighties he still dressed like he did half a century ago, and his mop of young hair over a humorous old man’s face made him look like a cross between Ronnie Corbett and Elton John.


Anyway, Cabu’s dead now. He was murdered. He was murdered for drawing pictures.


Could Cabu possibly have imagined in his wildest nightmares, when he set out on his career taking on the establishment sixty years ago, that his last seconds on earth would be that sudden noise at the door of the editorial meeting room; the incomprehension; the shouts; the shots? And then they say ‘Which one’s Cabu?’ and the Islamist’s Kalashnikov is pointing at your head.


That’s how far the world has moved. Back when Cabu started, it was police and the pope. Now we have other things to worry about. And if there is one thing that everyone in the West frets about, it’s Islam; it’s Islamism; it’s our countries’ relationship with Islam; and it’s our fear of what the future holds in a world where Islam – once our neighbour, once our enemy – is now part of us.


Cabu and the others knew this, and their reaction was to say: Well, if you’re part of us, then think like us, be like us. Understand that there is a difference between mockery and persecution; that words and pictures are just that; and that part of the deal is that we rise above offence – yes, even when it’s directed towards our own religion or beliefs.


Cabu would have been gratified by the outpouring of support on the streets of France these last dreadful few days. But he would probably also have said: Where were you all when we needed you? He and the others stuck their necks out for freedom. No one else did.


I miss the world of the anarchic 1970s, when the worst that could happen if you showed a copulating Christ figure was a letter in Le Figaro from ‘outraged’ of Aix-les-Bains. Now you die.


Joanna Robertson – France – Two Tribes – 02/06/16


The Revolution of 1789, the Commune of 1871, the student demonstrations of 1968: the streets of Paris have famously seen one wave of violent political protest after another. Well before the Gilets Jaunes (‘yellow vests’) movement emerged in October 2018, Joanna Robertson could see the effects of demonstrators’ anger on her neighbourhood – rooted in some of modern France’s deepest social and economic divides.


Josiane Bertrand has a small family business: a neighbourhood charcuterie selling sausage, poached pigs’ trotters, pâté and jellied pig snouts. Her ham, she says, is the best in Paris and her queue of customers is long.


Despite the ceaseless rain outside – amongst all its other woes, France is now flooding – there’s a convivial crowd waiting to be served – and the animated conversation is all about … strikes. If the opinion pages of Le Monde are to be believed, the charcuterie queue is a pretty accurate reflection of the mood of the country. I found it split, roughly half and half, between those for the Work Bill, and those against.


Philippe’s twenty-eight. He’s landed what most French would regard as a dream job. He’s a fonctionnaire working in local government. A fonctionnaire is an employee of the French state in almost any form of public administration and service. That means a job for life – with solid pay and conditions, fixed working hours, a good pension, generous holidays. So what many young French people aspire to is not to change the world – explore, create, set up alone. Instead, with self-employment difficult and taxes punitive, they dream of becoming steadily employed bureaucrats with regular jobs.


Philippe knows he’s lucky. And he’s against any change. ‘I’m happy,’ he says. ‘I know exactly where I am – and where I’ll be in forty years’ time, with a good pension.’


Eleonore, who has four children, is in her early forties. As a secondary school teacher, she’s also got a job for life and generous state benefits. But, unlike Philippe, she’s all for change. ‘It can’t go on like this. For every person like me, there are twenty or more with no hope at all.’


A quarter of all French people under twenty-five, many of them well-qualified, have no work. Many of them are from immigrant families, making their chances of employment even slimmer. These are the kind of people who voted François Hollande into the presidency in 2012 – with his pledge to end the country’s employment troubles.


Now he’s made a new promise, putting his whole political career on the line. He’s not running for re-election next spring unless he cuts unemployment. A bold move for a president with an approval rating of only 14 per cent in a country riven by industrial disputes.


Along with his prime minister Manuel Valls (almost equally unpopular) and Pierre Gattaz – known as the ‘boss of bosses’, president of the largest federation of employers in France – Hollande stands against the combined power of the country’s two biggest unions. The proposed Work Bill runs to over 500 pages. It aims to simplify and liberalise the French Work Code, which at 3,689 pages is a vast labyrinth full of perils for employers.


The unions won’t even consider negotiations until the bill is removed from parliament. The president and his allies refuse to change a word of it. ‘It’s a good law, good for France,’ says Hollande. The result? Total stalemate – an ongoing siege.


Just after one o’clock on Boulevard Montparnasse, the traffic disappears from the street. Cordons of riot police move in, three columns deep, flanked by armoured vans. There’s a whirr of helicopters overhead. In the distance, a gathering roar and blare – the protesters. The noise becomes deafening. The riot police take up positions.


On the glassed-in terrace of a popular restaurant overlooking the boulevard, Frederic the waiter temporarily locks the doors – and those having lunch find themselves exhibits in a kind of transparent gastronomic showcase, along with various grilled fish, bottles of wine, and assorted desserts.


Looking in from the outside, hundreds of protesters passing down the boulevard – some marching, others ambling, a few dancing to the music booming from the accompanying floats.


Looking out from the inside, the lunchers. They comment on the demonstrators; the demonstrators wave cheerily at the lunchers. There’s generally resigned, gently amused talk amidst the eating – ‘Here we go again’ and ‘Where will this round end?’ and self-deprecating comments along the lines, ‘We French do love to demonstrate …’


Then it all subsides, passes on – the noise, the marchers, the red balloons and pounding music – taking the helicopters with it, leaving a trailing wake of litter. Frederic unlocks the doors. The conversation leaves the political, returns to the personal.




Russia


Steve Rosenberg – The Jigsaw Puzzle – 21/05/11


Who can know the mind of Russia’s leaders? The very inexact science of ‘Kremlinology’ – reading the true intentions of powerful men in Moscow from the limited information which is allowed to reach the public in Russia, let alone the West – stumped many an analyst throughout the twentieth century and well into the twenty-first. As Vladimir Putin and his ally Dmitry Medvedev appeared to be swapping power between them in 2011, Steve Rosenberg tried to figure out what was real competition, and what was just choreography.


I’ve often thought that trying to make sense of Russian politics is a little bit like trying to do a 5,000-piece jigsaw with half the pieces missing and with no picture on the box to help you. You can spend an eternity struggling to fit together the bits you have – and just when you think you’ve uncovered a connection, a tiny clue to the mystery, you realise, no, that doesn’t fit after all, and you have to pull it apart and start again.


Because politics in Russia is conducted behind closed doors (with the curtains drawn and the shutters down) most of the jigsaw pieces that Kremlinologists have to work with are hints, rumours, speculation – plus whatever public announcements the politicians deign to make.


Since returning to Russia last autumn, I’ve been poring over this puzzle, trying to piece together what’s happening here and what’s going to happen at the next presidential election in 2012. And I have to admit, it’s had me stumped.


The problem is that the picture keeps changing. One minute, it looks like Vladimir Putin will replace Dmitry Medvedev in the Kremlin. The next, that President Medvedev will get a second term. Sometimes it seems that Putin and Medvedev are one team, sometimes that they’re rivals. And sometimes – that the next president of Russia will be someone completely different. Make sense of all of that!


But this month two things have happened which may hint at how the puzzle will be solved. Dmitry Medvedev held his first high-profile news conference since becoming president more than three years ago. The event was broadcast live by three Russian TV channels; it was the perfect stage for a major announcement about his future. And that’s exactly what the hundreds of journalists packed into the hall had been expecting. In the end there was no big announcement; in two hours the president said very little that was new. Meanwhile, Prime Minister Putin has created a new political movement, the All Russian People’s Front. It aims to unite different parties, unions and business groups around the prime minister. The way the jigsaw pieces lie now, it looks like Mr Putin will make a play for the presidency.


If that really is the final picture of the political jigsaw, what do Russians think about it? Mr Putin has fierce critics, particularly among the more liberal pro-Western section of society. They accuse him of rolling back on democracy, eroding human rights and encouraging corruption. These are the kind of criticisms you often hear in Moscow.


I travelled to Krasnodar in southern Russia – far enough from Moscow to feel the pulse of the nation. Most of the people I spoke to in the city and in the villages outside expressed support for Mr Putin. Like Irina, a twenty-four-year-old marketing manager, who I chatted with in the park. ‘Speaking as a woman, Putin’s more handsome than Medvedev,’ Irina told me. ‘What’s more,’ she continued ‘it’s Putin who began the reforms. Medvedev’s just continuing them.’


A man called Pavel told me that Putin was a ‘tough guy – just the kind of leader Russia needs’. Pensioner Olga said she thought that Putin was ‘closer to the people’ than Medvedev. Curiously, everyone had something to complain about: the state of the Russian education system, low pensions, rising petrol prices. But few people blamed central government directly for their problems, preferring to hold local officials or multibillionaire oligarchs responsible for them. ‘It’s not Putin’s fault that fuel prices are going up in our city,’ a man called Sergei assured me. ‘How could he know what’s happening here? The local bureaucrats hide the truth from him.’


I wasn’t the only visitor to Krasnodar that day. Vladimir Putin was there too, on a trip to promote Russian sport. At the local physical education college, he watched young people wrestling and boxing and lifting weights; Russian TV cameras crowded round to capture the action. Putin loves being associated with the world of sport. He’s often shown on TV here doing judo, skiing, swimming, or playing ice hockey. It boosts his image as a strong leader. I suspect it’s one of the reasons he remains Russia’s most popular politician.


In the corridor of the college, I spotted Mr Putin’s spokesman Dmitry Peskov. This was a chance to fill in key pieces of the jigsaw and find out whether the picture I think I’ve formed is accurate. Was Vladimir Putin planning a Kremlin comeback, I asked?


‘I don’t know who’s going to be the next president of this country,’ Mr Peskov said with a large smile, followed by a little chuckle.


Oh well, it was worth a try. I’ll just have to keep puzzling it out.


Lucy Ash – Putin and the Patriarch – 29/09/12


During the Soviet period, the USSR was atheist as a matter of policy. Although Russia is still officially a secular state, its Orthodox Church increasingly portrays itself as intrinsic to national identity – and its politicians are inclined to agree. Some argue that the Church’s political influence is greater today than at any time since the seventeenth century. Patriarch Kirill has made no secret of his strong support for Putin, praising his leadership as ‘a miracle of God’. He also described the notorious, if very short, performance of a ‘punk prayer’ by the feminist band Pussy Riot in Moscow’s Christ the Saviour Cathedral as part of an assault on the nation by ‘enemy forces’. As Lucy Ash visited the president’s favourite monastery, on Europe’s largest freshwater lake, a bill criminalising blasphemy was going through the Duma. It declared ‘public actions, clearly defying the society and committed with the express purpose of insulting religious beliefs’ to be a federal crime punishable by up to three years in jail.


‘Now there are fewer boats coming in – thank God we’ll get peace and quiet.’ End-of-season talk from a worn-out hotel manager, you might think. But Mikhail Akulinovich isn’t a typical hotelier. He wears a black habit instead of a shirt and tie, and these days he’s known as Father Matvei. His hotel isn’t typical either, housed as it is inside the fourteenth-century Transfiguration Monastery on the rocky island of Valaam in Lake Ladoga.


Father Matvei rises every morning at half past four and spends three hours in church before checking his bookings, and welcoming new guests. Despite its remoteness, 120,000 pilgrims, tourists and VIPs flock here each year.


I wondered why he had come here after spending most of his life as an airline pilot. He fished under his habit and pulled out a long, slightly greasy ribbon embroidered with quotations from Psalm 91, ‘my refuge and my fortress’.


‘My mother worried about my safety and wanted me to wear a cross,’ he said, ‘but I didn’t want to. We pilots had to strip off for medicals and in those days we were all supposed to be atheists.’ So Father Matvei’s mother stitched the psalm through the ribbon and sewed it into the lining of her son’s Aeroflot jacket. He wore it just to humour her – until one day the engines on his small plane cut out. ‘I remembered the ribbon and silently prayed. Somehow the co-pilot and I managed to land and we walked away without a scratch. If I hadn’t prayed, we’d have died and might have killed people on the ground too.’


After the collapse of the Soviet Union in the early 1990s, he began attending church, teaching the Bible to children and going on pilgrimages. Then five years ago he left the airline and his wife to join the brothers on Valaam. His wife, herself a churchgoer, raised no objections, but not every monk on the island has such an understanding family.


His beard and round glasses may make Father Iosif look like a St Petersburg intellectual but when he speaks English he sounds like a native New Yorker. At sixteen, he decided he wanted to become a monk. His father, who ran a furniture company, was horrified and packed him off to business school in the USA, hoping to knock some sense into him. ‘As you can see,’ said Father Iosif, ‘that didn’t work.’ His mother and father have now embraced Orthodoxy and recently got remarried by a priest. ‘In the old days, parents used to drag their children to church; now it’s the other way round,’ he said.


Young monks like Father Iosif embody the renaissance of Russian Orthodoxy after almost a century of Communism. This place houses a small copy of the Mother of God of Valaam, the mon­astery’s most famous icon. An inscription underneath notes that it was sent into space and orbited the earth 488 times. Whose idea was that? I asked. Father Iosif suggested the decision was taken at the very highest level and mentioned that President Vladimir Putin is a frequent visitor. ‘He is our benefactor … a person who provides aid in all possible ways to our monastery.’ Is the president a holy man, I wondered? ‘Only God knows that,’ said Father Iosif, beginning to sound a bit tetchy. ‘Why are you so interested?’


Patriarch Kirill, the head of the Russian Orthodox Church, has his own residence on the island on a pine-clad promontory next to the newly built church of St Vladimir. Many Russians worry that the current patriarch is leading his flock closer to the authorities rather than God. Some have even likened the Orthodox Church to the Communist Party – a mechanism to stifle dissent and force obedience to an authoritarian regime.


The jailed members of Pussy Riot say their performance on the altar of Christ the Saviour Cathedral in Moscow was prompted by illegitimate elections and Patriarch Kirill’s endorsement of the current president. One of those young women, Maria Alekhina, is herself an Orthodox believer. From her prison cell she wrote: ‘I thought the church loves all its children, but it seems it only loves those who vote for Putin.’


Paul Henley – A Handshake for Homophobes – 02/03/13


One feature of the public discourse in Russia in the last decade has been its increasing stress on ‘family values’. There’s been much talk of the ‘natural authority’ of fathers and husbands, reduction of penalties for domestic violence, increased awards and grants for the parents of large families, and a new emphasis on ‘traditional’ gender roles. According to this worldview, growing acceptance of LGBT people elsewhere is a mark of modern decadence. In the summer of 2013 the Duma unanimously passed a measure to make the ‘distribution of homosexual propaganda to minors’ an offence punishable with large fines (or deportation, for foreigners). Far from Moscow, Paul Henley got plenty of insight into the prejudices at large.


Giving your full concentration to unrelenting vitriol can be quite tiring. My fault, I suppose, for actively seeking it out. It’s just that after many hours of holding a polite expression and nodding while being told that you are (take your pick) disgusting, contaminating or a threat to civilised society, then what you really want is several drinks, a fight, or a darkened room and a comfy bed.


I’ll settle for a fold-down bunk on a twelve-hour night-train to Moscow, but I can’t pretend there aren’t issues. Persecution complexes are all about context. The black-and-white striped mattress doesn’t help. Or the screeching of brakes that make it sound as if we’re being shunted into sidings. Or the shouts in an unfamiliar eastern European language and torchlights on snow-covered station platforms. Don’t underestimate the effects of repeatedly hearing how people like you should be ‘rounded up and punished’. The harmless ticket inspector knocking at the door can seem surprisingly threatening.


In the cold light of a Russian day, I can see that not everyone is really out to get me. The dangerous ones think that gay people exist only in silver knickers anyway, waving banners and dancing to Madonna.


The Cossacks of Lipetsk were something, though … historically, specialists in pogroms, turning up in their capes and bearskin hats and knee-length boots and saying homosexuals weren’t even worth the effort of using their steel-tipped whips. One of them made a spitting sound when he said that, unlike the English, they knew how to deal with perverts. They posed for photographs with me, all smiles and arms round my shoulders – a moment of undercover revenge.


Of the many people I’ve met in the past week who happily told me they hated homosexuals, I don’t think any would admit to having met one. ‘I’ve seen them on TV – so I know they exist,’ huffed one lawyer and dedicated drafter of legislation to curb minority rights.


Such wilful ignorance and hyperbole I’d expected. What I found more interesting in my travels around homophobia was the idea, among those who thought of themselves as open-minded, that gay people were tolerable … as long as they kept their gayness entirely secret, never referred to it in conversation, never admitted to having a partner – God forbid children – and kept up a lifelong pretence of being heterosexual.


I was constantly told that sexual expression was a private matter in Russia and that conservative family values ruled. But I wondered how this tallied with the boy–girl couples I was getting used to seeing putting their tongues in each other’s mouths at bus stops, or with women’s clothes moulded to enhance the curve of bottom and breasts even at -15°C. In one small southern town, the hotel where I’d been recommended to stay had tiger-print polyester sheets, soft porn on the walls and graphic noises from the next-door rooms. Its restaurant, on the town’s main street, was due to be the venue later that week for ‘Sweet Couple’ – a live erotic show billed as ‘shocking’ – to celebrate Russian Army Day.


So, under the new law against ‘homosexual propaganda’, gay people in Russia could theoretically be arrested for holding a social in a café. But it was apparently OK for straight people to have full-on sex on a café table.


Russia’s full of reasonable people, too. You don’t get the full picture from the extremists alone. But this law’s still popular enough for a crowd of 1,500 to turn out to intimidate fourteen human rights demonstrators who voiced their opposition to it in the central square in Voronezh last month. One of them got beaten up – a softly spoken, slight boy called Pavel who says it took him years of gathering courage, through a suicidal adolescence, to come out.


It had been a long week of being journalistically impartial.


I asked the leader of the mob, a man fond of military uniforms and crucifixes from the All-Russia People’s Union, if he’d ever met any gay people. He laughed and said no – he didn’t keep any ‘damaging connections’. He said that in his organisation, they joked that if you shook hands with a pervert, you became one. I gave him a nice firm grip when we said goodbye. I’d taken my glove off specially.


Bridget Kendall – Solid and Confident – 05/06/14


As a fluent Russian speaker who was the BBC’s Moscow correspondent during the hectic news years of 1989 to 1995, Bridget Kendall can take the deep as well as the long view of Russia’s current global status. She reported on President Gorbachev’s attempts to reform the Soviet system with perestroika; the break-up of the vast USSR into fifteen independent countries; the attempted communist coup of 1991 and Boris Yeltsin’s rise to power. Revisiting the Russian capital in summer 2014 she found a nation apparently bursting with confidence in itself and in its leader.


Moscow was in the midst of a heatwave when I arrived. The heady scent of lilac on the long warm evenings brought people out onto the streets. One night on the embankment of the Moskva River, a drunken band of students tried to engage me in conversation, and then staggered off down the street.


There is always a slightly celebratory air at this time of year – a realisation that winter is over and a few precious months of sun are here. But this year’s euphoria is underpinned by a sense of having proved to the world that Russians can come out on top. A surge of self-confidence, after the humiliations of post-Soviet collapse. ‘We’re on a roll,’ one Russian TV editor in chief told me. ‘No one can stop us now.’
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