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            Introduction

         
 
         On 5 August 2011, the Friday before the riots broke out in Tottenham, I had a long conversation with a man from the Dearne Valley in South Yorkshire – a once fertile coal seam, now one of the most deprived parts of the UK. For years after the mines closed nothing had been done to relieve the misery except a few hand-wringing reports from academics amazed to discover that heroin had arrived in former pit villages, he told me. He went on to describe the blocked views, the bulldozed homes, the forced job losses, the roads over football pitches, the long-term unemployment unrelieved by anything other than temporary schemes and a growing perception outside the Dearne Valley that the current residents’ terrible situation is somehow partly their fault.
         
 
         ‘There’s a sense that the white working class is not being listened to that groups like the BNP and the EDL tap into,’ this man explained, referring to the rise of the popularity of the British National Party and the English Defence League. ‘Politicians don’t seem sure how to deal with it – cut down immigration is the only answer. But that’s not the core reason. That’s not really why people are angry. People want to be respected. They don’t like being ignored. Over the last thirty years it’s been lots of little things, little jabs and cuts, that combine to make a big thing – this sense, with nothing to contradict you, that nobody cares what you say. I don’t know why people aren’t rioting.’
         
 
         The following night’s chaos was no surprise to some. In June, for instance, Chief Superintendent Keith Hunter of Humberside Police had warned: ‘people are being made redundant, unemployment is going up, offenders aren’t going to prison for as long and the probation service has been slashed. The police service is being cut so our ability to catch people and lock them up is affected. People can make their own judgement about what is likely to happen because of that.’
 
         For others – especially the media industry – the riots were a shocking surprise. In groping for answers, George Orwell’s name came up again and again – quoted by those condemning and those defending the rioters in equal measure, from the BBC to the website of Canada’s foreign policy council, Citizenship and Immigration Canada – referencing everything from 1984 to his journalism but, of course, coming back again and again to The Road to Wigan Pier, his impassioned account of three months documenting the living conditions of the unemployed and the working class in the industrial north of England during the Depression of the 1930s.
         
 
         The parallels are obvious – Orwell headed north in February 1936 as the UK struggled in the grip of a long double-dip recession. The 1929 stock market crash shut off the supply of American credit to a world deeply in hock after spending heavily during the First World War. The crash caught the Labour government by surprise and it lost power to a Conservative-dominated coalition that set about extensive budget cuts and welfare reform.
 
         All the same, there are many other documents of the time – from Seebohm Rowntree’s 1936 survey of poverty in York to A.J. Cronin’s novel set in a mining community, The Stars Look Down (1935), hailed at the time for its realism and later to inspire the film Billy Elliot. Rowntree’s report is certainly better researched; A.J. Cronin – the doctor turned novelist whose work inspired Labour’s Aneurin Bevan – draws beautiful characters and offers an epic sweep. So how can The Road to Wigan Pier, a slim, hastily researched piece of reportage, still have such resonance that, seventy-five years after publication, the Daily Telegraph should urge its readers to buy a copy in 2009, 2010 and 2011 – all in opinion pieces by different small ‘c’ conservative writers? Because it’s Orwell and because it’s terrifyingly appropriate today.
         
 
         Why does Orwell still matter so much? Perhaps it’s because, in fighting in the Spanish Civil War, he was a writer who acted on his beliefs. Perhaps it’s because he was the arch contrarian and so, since his death in 1950, he has gradually become a secular saint, a touchstone for the political left and right alike and a point of reference for taking a critical stance on almost anything. In the United States, the battle over healthcare reform had the Tea Party quoting at length from 1984, convinced that Barack Obama was Big Brother, whilst the BNP quoted Orwell in its defence of David Starkey’s attacks on immigration. On the left, everyone from John Pilger to anarchists find comfort and encouragement in Orwell’s words. In Sheffield, I came across an ex-steelworker with two tattoos – one of the white rose of Yorkshire and one of Orwell’s face. He’s not alone. Google ‘Orwell tattoo’ and see what you find.
         
 
         John le Carré, at the opening of his recent novel, Our Kind of Traitor (2010), sends his protagonist Peregrine spinning from the cloistered walls of Oxbridge academia after he delivers a series of lectures called ‘A Stifled Britain’ in which he asks: ‘Would Orwell have believed it possible that the same overfed voices which had haunted him in the 1930s, the same crippling incompetence, addictions to foreign wars and assumptions of entitlement were happily in place in 2009?’
         
 
         Receiving no response from the blank student faces staring up at him, le Carré’s protagonist provides the answer himself: ‘no, Orwell would emphatically not have believed it. Or if he had he would have taken to the streets. He would have smashed some serious glass.’
 
         Across the political divide, August 2011 saw Peter Oborne, chief political correspondent for the Telegraph, comparing rioters with politicians and seeing Orwell’s pigs from Animal Farm (1945) standing in the House of Commons when he wrote:
         
 
         
            I believe that the criminality in our streets cannot be dissociated from the moral disintegration in the highest ranks of modern British society. It has become acceptable for our politicians to lie and to cheat. An almost universal culture of selfishness and greed has grown up. Our politicians – standing sanctimoniously on their hind legs in the Commons – have shown themselves prepared to ignore common decency and, in some cases, to break the law.
 
            Certainly, the so-called feral youth seem oblivious to decency and morality. But so are the venal rich and powerful – too many of our bankers, footballers, wealthy businessmen and politicians. But the rioters have this defence: they are just following the example set by senior and respected figures in society.
            
 
            Something has gone horribly wrong in Britain. If we are ever to confront the problems which have been exposed in the past week, it is essential to bear in mind that they do not only exist in inner-city housing estates.
            
 
            The culture of greed and impunity we are witnessing on our TV screens stretches right up into corporate boardrooms and the Cabinet. It embraces the police and large parts of our media. It is not just its damaged youth, but Britain itself that needs a moral reformation.

         
 
         If it was Orwell’s novels that gave him immortality, he himself insisted that what he most wanted to do was make political writing into an art. His starting point, he wrote, was ‘because there is some lie that I want to expose, some fact to which I want to draw attention, and my initial concern is to get a hearing’. After reading Homage to Catalonia (1938), one critic took issue with Orwell’s factual prose in a particular chapter: ‘You’ve turned what might have been a good book into journalism,’ the critic huffed. Orwell’s response was simple: ‘What he said was true, but I could not have done otherwise’ – The Road to Wigan Pier is, likewise, a brilliant piece of journalism.
         
 
         Orwell arrived in Wigan on a cold Saturday morning early in February 1936, commissioned by his publisher Victor Gollancz to write about the conditions of the unemployed but finding himself drawn as much to the privations of miners, dockers and steelworkers who still clung to their jobs. Between January and March 1936 he visited Wigan, Barnsley and Sheffield and produced a passionate polemic that helped fuel the debate on poverty and responsibility, and ultimately helped lead to the development of the welfare state.
         
 
         Following his path isn’t a new idea. The journalist Bea Campbell did the same in 1981 in Wigan Pier Revisited. In 2011, both the BBC and the Observer sent reporters on the same road. All the same, seventy-five years on it seemed worthwhile to visit the grandchildren of the families Orwell had known, to see what had changed for the better and what had changed for the worse.
         
 
         In some ways, we are living in bleaker times than 1936. Then, the unemployment rate was falling slowly from its 1932–3 peak of over 22 per cent. Although this figure seems incomparably high, in numerical terms this meant 2.23 million unemployed in January 1936, down from 2.98 million in January 1933. Today, unemployment is rising – in November 2011 it stood at 2.62 million, or 8.3 per cent. According to the House of Commons library, government changes to the way unemployment rates are measured over the past thirty years mean that 1933’s 2.9 million unemployed as measured by today’s standards hovered at just below 10 per cent.
         
 
         Then there’s leadership. When Orwell started out, the coalition prime minister was Stanley Baldwin who, in 1919, had donated one-fifth of his personal wealth to the Treasury to help pay off the national debt and try to create jobs. Compare this to the MPs’ expenses scandal – Anthony Steen claimed £87,000 for the upkeep of his country house. Brian Binley claimed £57,000 for rent he paid to his own company. Sir Menzies Campbell had the taxpayer fork out £10,000 to redesign his flat in London, including a new king-size bed, scatter cushions and a plasma screen TV. In total, seventy MPs were implicated, helping themselves to hundreds of thousands of pounds worth of taxpayers’ money. The idea that MPs would help pay off the national debt from their own purse seems like an insane fantasy. For Orwell it was recent history.
 
         Instead, we’re the ones paying through vicious cuts. In 2011 the Child Trust Fund was abolished, child benefit frozen, pension credits frozen, maternity grants cut. In the autumn, the winter fuel allowance was slashed – as fuel bills soar – proving potentially fatal for the elderly. In January 2012, people under thirty-five stopped receiving housing benefit unless they’re living in a shared house. No more one-bedroom flats for junkies withdrawing and trying to avoid mates who still use. From April 2012, tax credits are being reduced and disability benefit withdrawn from one in five people. Although it’s not until 2015 that the pension cuts really hit.
         
 
         We already spend the lowest percentage in Europe of our GDP on the public sector and by 2015 we will be spending less than the United States. We’ve become the NeoCon poster boy. The voices for change are muted, drowned out by the hypocritical yells of indignation from an establishment that is almost entirely to blame for the wreckage we’re trying to fix.
 
         According to Sarah Dransfield at Oxfam GB, commenting on Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier:
         
 
         
            Many parts of the book are exactly the same as what we hear from people living in poverty today. People living four to a room or even ‘hot bedding’ if they are shift workers is common nowadays, especially with exploited migrant workers, whose lives are the same as the miners in Orwell’s book. They often have travel-time deducted from their wages and costs such as safety equipment. Employers, particularly in the construction industry, often flout health and safety, like the mine-owners in the 1930s, and there’s real job insecurity. Orwell talks about the hidden people in poverty, those who are working, but not on a ‘living wage’. Over six million people in the UK are living in poverty and are working.

         
 
         August 2011 figures from the Office for National Statistics showed more than 20 per cent of sixteen to twenty-four year-olds were unemployed and 100,000 had been on the dole for two years or more. Earlier in the year, the first full comparison of numbers from local authorities showed that men and women in Manchester, Liverpool and Blackburn die ten years younger than men and women living in Kensington and Chelsea.
         
 
         Those figures are a little conceptual – so let’s personalize the reduced average life expectancy of ten years. On one afternoon in August 2011 I met, amongst others, two people from an estate in Bradford, the Canterbury Estate, who were both around fifty and who weren’t going to make it to fifty-five – cancer and cirrhosis respectively. Statistically, the chance that these two middle-aged, unemployed Brits would be smokers is about average for the UK while the chance that they’ll be heavy drinkers is less likely. Generally, the poorer you are the less alcohol you drink. The chance that these two things will kill you, however, is much, much higher the poorer you are.
 
         According to the Marmot Review (Fair Society, Healthy Lives: A Strategic Review of Health Inequalities in England Post-2010) – a huge study of the effects of poverty on health published in 2010 and updated in 2011 – the richer you are the more likely you are to drink heavily. The poorer you are, the more likely it is that drinking will kill you. It’s the same with smoking. Poor people are damaged with greater intensity by each individual cigarette than the wealthy. Research from the 2002 health survey for England found the poorest smokers sucking an average 30 per cent more of the drug from each cigarette than the most affluent smokers – partly due to the poor smoking more, but also due to the intensity with which each cigarette was smoked. The less money you have, the harder you suck as much poison as possible from the crumpled white stick.
         
 
         Both these dying Bradfordians were battling poverty. Both were parents. Neither of them asked for sympathy – they were proud, proud people. Unrelated, they were like chalk and cheese. She wept for the loss of her son; he bounded like the energizer bunny and grinned like a kid the whole time we talked. They knew they were under a sentence of death but they didn’t complain, not once.
 
         These are not exceptional scenarios or unusual stories. I met at least ten people who, in the first eight months of 2011, had been left with no money for almost a week, thanks to attempts to meet benefit reduction targets at Job Centres. This doesn’t mean they only had a handful of change or subsistence money – they had not a single penny. In some cases, as you’ll see, the results were so awful you can revive the phrase ‘a fate worse than death’ and understand what it means.
 
         In August, we started to see the effects of living without a future. Whatever the specific personal reasons for people rioting across the country in early August – anger, frustration, personal gain or just the thrill – the vast majority of those arrested had one thing in common: they had absolutely no investment in society. They had no future to throw away.
         
 
         This book retraces Orwell’s steps in spirit, rather than as an exact facsimile, to find out why – sixty years after we were supposed to have made poverty history – a generation of people may have so little invested in the status quo that smashing things up seems a feasible option to suggest to your mates on Facebook.
 
         However, even if I had Orwell’s talent, The Road to Wigan Pier would be a complicated book to revisit. Almost everyone who’s read Orwell has heard of it – it’s fame far outranks Burmese Days, A Clergyman’s Daughter and Coming Up for Air, and in the UK it probably beats Keep the Aspidistra Flying, Homage to Catalonia and possibly Down and Out in Paris and London. It’s not quite up there with 1984 and Animal Farm in every part of the country, but it ranks alongside them for most people born to the north of Letchworth Garden City.
         
 
         To make this task easier, I’m following the chapter plan for Orwell’s original. His Road to Wigan Pier is divided into two parts – for the first seven chapters, Orwell walks the land, amongst the dark satanic mills. Chapter one is the life of the Brookers, a northern working-class family; chapter two is about the life of miners and conditions down a coal mine; chapter three looks at hygiene and money; chapter four tackles housing; chapter five is on unemployment; chapter six deals with food and health; and chapter seven is a rant about how ugly the towns are.
         
 
         Part two could be subtitled ‘What is to be done?’ Compared to the clear-eyed description and detail of the first part, the second part of The Road to Wigan Pier was at the time of publication – and is still today – the part that more people dislike. It’s one thing to read descriptions of miserable lives from a distance, to nod sadly and think ‘how horrible’. It’s a different thing entirely to have Orwell insist on a sweeping change that would resolve the problems. On the one hand, he discusses his solutions and why they may or may not appeal to the general population. On the other, he launches a series of attacks on the liberal left-leaning intelligentsia – picking out, amongst others, vegetarians, nudists, New Statesman readers and people who have beards or wear sandals.
         
 
         Victor Gollancz refused to print this part of the book, sending out only the observation and critique. Later editions included everything. Reading reviews – even those published in 2008 by shocked American readers who came to Orwell believing he despised the state in all things, only to discover the author praising socialism – you can tell that Orwell setting out his beliefs, as opposed to mocking or condemning, sits uneasily with many of his fans.
         
 
         After The Road to Wigan Pier he travelled to Spain to fight Franco, returning to pen The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius – the book that, according to Danny Dorling, professor of human geography at the University of Sheffield and author of So You Think You Know About Britain, Orwell used to try and persuade Tories to vote Labour.
         
 
         He wrote as bombs fell on London and as Britain put aside its politicking to deal with a disastrous emergency. Ultimately this book argues that we need similar unprecedented action today. As Peter Oborne argued, ‘something has gone horribly wrong in Britain’. One commentator, however, went further. In an essay called ‘I Buy Therefore I Am: the economic meaning of the riots’, city broker Dr Tim Morgan says: ‘For today’s young generation, the message pushed at them by big corporates and the media alike is unmistakable – “you are what you own.”’ He writes:
 
         
            The direct promotion of products and services is nothing new, of course, other than in its relentlessly growing scale. The more insidious dimension of the promotion of consumerism lies in its largely successful endeavour to capture lifestyle perceptions. Celebrities, be they sports stars, musicians, actors or the legions of D-list “celebs”, are linked to conspicuous consumption. ‘You’, young people are told, ‘ought to live like this.’
            
 
            The second, flatly contradictory message is that ‘you can’t have it.’ For the average young person, celebrity-style conspicuous consumption is tantalisingly but almost entirely out of reach.
            
 
            For a young person growing up in a non-rich household, the message, reinforced by peer pressure, is a deeply contradictory blend of ‘this is fulfilment’ and ‘it will forever be out of your reach.’ You are, the message says, inadequate if you don’t own product X, Y or Z. But you are never going to own them. Compulsive consumerism knows few limits to unattainable aspiration.

         
 
         It is some measure of the state of panic and of the breakdown of traditional perspectives of left and right that those words, published on 22 August 2011, came from Dr Tim Morgan, global head of research at City of London brokers Tullett Prebon, in a newsletter offering advice to his company’s investors. This is what stockbrokers think. If we ever needed Orwell, we need him now.

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1
            
 
            The Family

         
 
         
            As we moved slowly through the outskirts of the town we passed row after row of little grey slum houses running at right angles to the embankment. At the back of one of the houses a young woman was kneeling on the stones, poking a stick up the leaden waste-pipe which ran from the sink inside and which I suppose was blocked. I had time to see everything about her – her sacking apron, her clumsy clogs, her arms reddened by the cold. She looked up as the train passed, and I was almost near enough to catch her eye. She had a round pale face, the usual exhausted face of the slum girl who is twenty-five and looks forty, thanks to miscarriages and drudgery; and it wore, for the second in which I saw it, the most desolate, hopeless expression I have ever-seen. It struck me then that we are mistaken when we say that ‘It isn’t the same for them as it would be for us,’ and that people bred in the slums can imagine nothing but the slums. For what I saw in her face was not the ignorant suffering of an animal. She knew well enough what was happening to her – understood as well as I did how dreadful a destiny it was to be kneeling there in the bitter cold, on the slimy stones of a slum backyard, poking a stick up a foul drain-pipe.
            
 
            George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, 1936
            

         
 
         The two men who took nineteen-year-old Sarah D. from her homeless hostel off into the night must have known that she was pregnant. That means they may have been telling the truth when they told her she was going to a large, safe, warm house where there were showers, beds, hot food and a television. There are good Samaritans out there keen to help the distressed and abandoned; hopefully that’s who found her. Hopefully two men who take a pretty nineteen-year-old homeless girl back to their house have only her welfare at heart.
 
         If not, if they had a darker intent, then it’s hard to know exactly who to blame. Sarah’s abusive grandfather and struggling mother have to bear some responsibility, as do the relatives who ignored her – or worse, robbed her blind. But specifically, the reason she was so vulnerable at that particular moment to the offer of comfort, shelter and food is down to a clear chain of failure and betrayal.
         
 
         I met Sarah at the Pankhurst Centre in Nelson Street, M13 – two Victorian villas sheltering in the glass and concrete arms of Manchester’s modern Royal Infirmary – one month before her nineteenth birthday. One of the villas, No. 62, was the home of Emmeline Pankhurst, the leader of the votes-for-women campaign at the turn of the twentieth century. It’s now a women’s community centre and museum, which runs a weekly drop-in where women can meet up, get a cheap lunch and attend classes and workshops.
 
         Most of the women I met were desperately poor, on benefits and often struggling with mental health issues. One woman’s face looked grey with exhaustion – her partner was schizophrenic and had problems sleeping. He would crash out late at night and then wake at odd times, shake her out of her bed and demand she get up. If she managed to spend a few hours at her sister’s house, he would call and beg her to come back right away, crying that he needed her. She’d been fighting her own depression, possibly as a result.
 
         Sarah, on the other hand, breezed into the room with a cheerful, open face that rarely stopped smiling, long auburn hair and the confidence of youth. She wondered why we were sitting in the musty old Pankhurst Parlour, a room decked out in its original Victorian finery, filled with old books and low armchairs. It’s because it’s the only part of the centre in which men are allowed, I explained. She wrinkled her nose and pronounced this sexist – ‘I know it’s a women’s refuge, but we should have men’s refuges as well.’
         
 
         She liked the drop-in centre but said, in a theatrical whisper, that she found it a bit boring sometimes. ‘They give you a lot of help and support with food and getting to places like appointments,’ she explained. ‘It’s just a place apart. They’ve got the gardening course started now and that’s pretty cool to come and do some thing when you’re bored sometimes. It just depends really what you want to come here and do. They’ve just made bracelets as well and stuff like that – I think we’re making T-shirts at two o’clock.’
 
         I wondered if she was a volunteer. No, she was staying just over the road at the Direct Access hostel for homeless women, she replied with a smile. ‘I used to live with my mum but I moved out when I was fourteen and then I went into care when I was fifteen,’ she said, almost casually. ‘I was in care up until I was seventeen turned eighteen, and went to my auntie’s for a bit, then I moved to the hostel so I’ve been pretty much on the road lately.’
 
         And then she told her story – in the same careful, straightforward manner. She described terrible things in a matter-of-fact voice, as if she was discussing a bad day at the office or the script of a TV drama she’d seen the night before – although if that script had a woman recounting her abuse, the writer would have forced tears from the actress’s eyes. Sarah, on the other hand, just twisted her mouth in a slightly wry grimace and carried on with her tale.
         
 
         She was sexually assaulted and repeatedly raped by her grandfather – her mother’s father – from the age of twelve. He burdened her with his conspiracy of silence and when the truth finally came out – after three years of abuse – her mum was so torn by the balance of loyalties between her father and her daughter that she struggled to provide the comfort Sarah desperately needed.
 
         ‘My mum thinks that I blame it on her, which I don’t.’ She spread her hands out in front of her. ‘We have a really weird relationship. It’s more of a best friend relationship than a mother and daughter relation ship. We just constantly argue. I’ve got five brothers, all younger than me, and they’re all mother’s “little boys”. I’m more of a daddy’s girl but at the minute my dad’s in prison so there’s not much I can do about it. Preston Prison. It’s quite far away so I can only see him like once in a blue moon. So it gets a bit hard for me ’cause I’ve always turned to my dad rather than my mum. It’s like – “oh, I want my daddy …”’
 
         She received victim’s compensation for the abuse, which seemed welcome until she moved into her auntie’s place. ‘She borrowed some money off me,’ Sarah said, shrugging. ‘I did it all legit and the benefits people signed the piece of paper. Gladly enough I’d done it that way because three weeks’ after I borrowed my auntie the money she kicked me out. Basically my cousin – she’s got a problem with wetting the bed ’cause she’s so big. She can’t get up at night time. My auntie made me change her bed every time and I got quite sick of changing it. Eventually I said no and it went from there. I got kicked out. So I was happy that I know someone signed it with me and she will have to pay it back. I did have quite a lot of problems with my family. I don’t know why … families are supposed to be there to love you, really.’ She gave a short laugh. ‘That’s what they’re there for.’
         
 
         Sarah was pregnant when we met. She met her boyfriend at college. He was a chef, working at a curry house on Stockport Road. He was going to stick by her, he said, but was living with his parents and they weren’t happy with her moving in.
 
         And so she moved into the hostel – about six weeks before we met. They gave her a room with a sink, a bed and a wardrobe. The washrooms were stacked with dirty clothes and the shower rooms – one to each floor – were streaked with dirt and dotted with broken fixtures. Sometimes there were needles in the showers. Some people were sleeping on chairs. There wasn’t anywhere to cook – students came with hot food on Monday, Tuesday and Saturday. On the other days, the only hot option was a takeaway, with its price mark-up and trans-fats and reprocessed meat.
         
 
         ‘When I first went in my face was completely clear and now I’m getting loads of spots, which I suppose means I don’t like it,’ she said, grimacing. ‘You’ve got old women in there, young women, pregnant women – all types of different women. Some of them are alcoholics. Some of them are addicted to heroin and stuff like that. It’s dead stressing really ’cause you’ll wake up in the morning and you’ll think – oh, who’s that new face?’
 
         She was hoping, by the end of the month, to move to Birmingham, to another hostel which had a mother and baby unit. ‘In Manchester I’m a low priority. If you move to a different area there’s a higher chance of you getting on to the housing list. It’s supposed to speed the process up quicker or something, I don’t know. It just helps.’
 
         Until then she said she was being dead lazy, just eating and sleeping. She had her twelve-week scan coming up – a stage she’d never reached before. She’d always miscarried. Making it to the scan – she was so excited. ‘I mean it was dead hard going through miscarriage and then my old relationship with that boyfriend ending and getting kicked out … It was dead overwhelming. It weren’t just one thing happening, it was fifty million things happening at the same time. The way I’ve had to look at it is – look, it’s happened. I’ve got to stop dwelling on the past and think of my future now ’cause it’s not only my future I’ve got to think about now. Touch wood. Hopefully everything will go all right.’
         
 
         ‘I go for my first scan at twelve weeks but I missed a week because I was supposed to go for it last week,’ she said, giggling awkwardly. ‘I didn’t end up going for it ’cause I was in bed and missed it but sleep’s more important than a scan, isn’t it? So I’ve had to rebook it for next week. But I’ll have my next one within three weeks after that and then they do the heartbeat and also … Actually, I don’t know. I’ve never got this far before. I think it’s quite scary actually. I’m quite nervous about it but I think me nana’s going to go with me so I should be all right. Just the thought of that jelly on your belly as well.’ And she shivered. ‘Dead nervous though. I am still young. Young to be a mum anyway, but you’ve got to get through that, haven’t you?’
 
         She said she had to go and suddenly leaned forward to look over the top of my notebook, catching a glimpse of a list of names.
 
         ‘Is my name the first name on there?’ she grinned.
 
         ‘No. No, in fact, it isn’t unless you’re called Amanda …’
 
         She smiled and stood up carefully. ‘No,’ she said. ‘My name’s Sarah …’
 
         I wished her luck with her scan and said I hoped I’d meet her again soon. I told her that I was coming by in a few weeks time and would like to hear how the scan went. ‘I should be in Birmingham in the next couple of weeks,’ she said with a shrug. ‘Fingers crossed.’
         
 
         And she left. I crossed my fingers – almost a superstition. I didn’t cross them hard enough though. I failed her, just like everybody always had. But it took me a while to realize how badly.
         
 
         Admittedly she had made one mistake – she felt so sleepy, she missed her first scan. Pregnant women do feel sleepy and sick in the first few months, it’s not unusual, but Sarah couldn’t afford that luxury. She was on benefits in England. As a result of missing the scan, she had no proof she was pregnant. Without that proof, it was easy for the Job Centre to penalize her for turning up late to an interview – sanctioning her off benefits, cutting her money to way below subsistence level. She was an easy target.
 
         Being sanctioned off Jobseeker’s Allowance – something only possible since April 2010 – meant her benefits were stopped. No money. She then had to apply for hardship payments, just £28 per week – or £4 per day. Sarah paid £10 per week to the Direct Access hostel, meaning she had £18 a week to live on, or £2.50 per day to feed herself and her growing baby.
 
         ‘She left the hostel, moved in with an older man, someone she just met, because she had no money,’ Caroline, one of the other women at the Pankhurst Centre, told me. ‘In the end she thought – let him look after me. They kept stopping her claim and gave her £28 for two weeks. So this older man – who we know is not good for her, she’s so vulnerable – he told her he’d got another house, a four-bedroomed house, where she would have a telly, access to a cooker, heating, food … What would you do? What choice did she have? I went over to see her but she’d left the night before. We haven’t managed to speak to her since.’
         
 
         The grim truth is that Sarah probably had her benefit money taken away to meet an internal target created for political advantage and, as a result, was forced into who knows what. Since the Labour government introduced benefit sanctions in April 2000, around 20,000 people per month have had benefits withdrawn, usually for a few weeks, sometimes for months. The number started to rise in the summer of 2010. In March 2011, more than 43,000 people had benefits taken away as some form of punishment for anything from filling out a form wrongly, turning up late to an interview or fraudulent claims.
 
         In April 2011, the Guardian spoke to a whistleblower who claimed that staff at his Job Centre were given targets of three people a week to refer for sanctions. He said it was part of a ‘culture change’ since last summer that had led to competition between advisers, teams and regional offices.
         
 
         ‘Suddenly you’re not helping somebody into sustainable employment, which is what you’re employed to do,’ he told journalist John Domokos. ‘You’re looking for ways to trick your customers into “not looking for work”. You come up with many ways. I’ve seen dyslexic customers given written job searches, and when they don’t produce them – what a surprise – they’re sanctioned. The only target that anyone seems to care about is stopping people’s money.’
         
 
         The Department of Work and Pensions protested vigorously at the very idea of this. Then it checked and admitted that, yes, perhaps that had been the case but it would now ask everyone to stop. In April, the month Sarah was sanctioned, more than 31,000 people had some form of benefit withdrawn as a punishment or fine. Since April 2000, there have been almost four million handed out.
 
         The idea comes from research in the United States that seems to suggest that sanctions ‘strongly reduce benefit use and raise exits from benefits’. The same research, however, shows sanctions have a terrible effect on earnings over time, child well-being, job quality and crime rates. You can beat people into work with threats and fines, but you get unhappy people doing unsuitable jobs, with crime on the rise and children suffering. You also get young, abused girls vanishing from the streets.
 
         A few days after my conversation with Caroline, filled with guilt, I tried to report Sarah missing to the police. I wasn’t a friend, I wasn’t a relative, I was just a journalist worried about a home less girl and I couldn’t prove I knew her surname or that she was pregnant. The woman on the phone sounded dubious at best but said I shouldn’t worry. Hopefully she’s fine. It just doesn’t do to be poor at the moment.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When Orwell set out on The Road to Wigan Pier, it was also a very bad time to be poor. The Depression was in its sixth year, the coalition government was revamping unemployment benefit and introducing intrusive tests to be sure people qualified. Groups such as the Unemployed Workers’ Movement organized marches and protests, using tactics similar to recent student protests over tuition fees or the Occupy protest outside St Paul’s Cathedral.
         
 
         Orwell arrived in Wigan on a Saturday morning early in February. He walked from Wigan station to the home of a local activist, Gerry Kennan, on the Beech Hill council estate. Kennan found him lodgings that were too respectable for Orwell’s taste – he wanted to see things ‘at their worst’ so followed his tramp’s nose to the common lodging house and tripe shop at 22 Darlington Street, where the book opens, with its slab ‘upon which lay the great white folds of tripe, and the grey flocculent stuff known as “black tripe”, and the ghostly translucent feet of pigs, ready boiled’.
 
         Kennan arranged meetings and tours of coal mines, but Orwell also spent time wandering the streets, especially the crowded, industrial Scholes district around Darlington Street. On a long, slow Wednesday afternoon – half-day closing in Wigan in 1936 – he bumped into a gang of kids hanging round on a street corner. One of them, a newspaper boy called Sid Smith, later remembered ‘this tall, gangly man wearing Oxford bags who had a tousled appearance and carried a clipboard. He began asking questions such as, “Where do you work? How much do you earn? How long is your working week?” We thought he was a government snooper, trying to catch people out on the Means Test.’ The boys kept quiet and Orwell moved on, checking houses inside and out, asking about rents and conditions in the packed terraced houses and the few two-up two-downs remaining. He wrote:
         
 
         
            Words are such feeble things. ‘What is the use of a brief phrase like ‘roof leaks’ or ‘four beds for eight people’? It is the kind of thing your eye slides over, registering nothing. And yet what a wealth of misery it can cover! Take the question of overcrowding, for instance. Quite often you have eight or even ten people sleeping in two small rooms, probably in at most four beds. In one house, I remember, three grown-up girls shared the same bed and all went to work at different hours, each disturbing the others when she got up or came in; in another house a young miner working on the night shift slept by day in a narrow bed in which another member of the family slept by night. Then there is the misery of leaking roofs and oozing walls, which in winter makes some rooms almost uninhabitable. Then there are bugs. Once bugs get into a house they are in it till the crack of doom; there is no sure way of exterminating them.
            

         
 
         Of course, Orwell was wrong. Words are not feeble things. His own words in Wigan Pier joined the depictions of misery in Seebohm Rowntree’s 1936 survey of poverty and the concrete suggestions in John Maynard Keynes’ 1936 book, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money, in a thundering critique of a failing system. Crystallized in the 1941 Beveridge Report’s attack on the five evils of ‘Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness’ all these words helped build an ambitious post-war project to make poverty history – a project that was, at one point, deemed so successful that poverty in the UK ceased to exist.
         
 
         If anything, Orwell’s words were too powerful. Many people who I talked to in Wigan dislike the book intensely. There’s a feeling that it lumbered the town with a particular reputation – the journalistic equivalent of a Lowry painting, all cloth caps, tripe, whippets and two-up two-down terraced housing with outside toilets. Wigan has become synonymous with Orwell’s vivid descriptions of subsistence-level poverty, filthy slums and dirty faces.
 
         The truth is more complicated. Since Orwell actively sought out the worst housing, the darkest industrial landscapes and the most brutal working conditions he could find, the book’s early pages describe the clumping of mill-girls’ clogs down cobbled Wigan streets, Orwell being forced to share a bed in his lodging house and his breakfasting on a table that conceals a chamber pot brimming full with waste – yet much of northwest England was already moving on. The slums were being cleared as Orwell wrote about them. In 1936 there were extensive garden cities, modern council houses, electric lighting and a flourishing consumer society. Orwell mentions kids in Manchester buying Savile Row suits on hire purchase, football pools and the spread of radio sets.
         
 
         Indeed, just five years later in his 1941 essay The Lion and the Unicorn: Socialism and the English Genius, he reframes the British working class in very modern terms:
         
 
         
            Nearly all citizens … now enjoy the use of good roads, germ-free water, police protection, free libraries and probably free education of a kind … As to housing, England still has slums which are a blot on civilization, but much building has been done during the past ten years, largely by the local authorities. The modern council house, with its bathroom and electric light, is smaller than the stockbroker’s villa, but it is recognizably the same kind of house, which the farm labourer’s cottage is not. A person who has grown up in a council housing estate is likely to be – indeed, visibly is – more middle class in outlook than a person who has grown up in a slum.
            

         
 
         Orwell could take some small part of the credit for this, but he also fixed the image of British poverty as cobbles, caps and clogs. Whilst writing this book, I was asked a number of times to compare 1936 with today in direct, financial terms in order to prove poverty is as bad now as it was in 1936. The truth is that it’s very hard to compare directly, for all the reasons Orwell listed in his 1941 essay.
 
         What does poverty mean today? The debate abounds with vague terms – Absolute Poverty, Relative Poverty, Social Disenfranchisement … the nuances of these definitions aren’t necessarily obvious but can matter desperately. In the United States over the summer of 2011, for instance, there were suggestions that anyone considered to be living in relative poverty but who owned a refrigerator should face a huge tax increase.
 
         The oldest idea of Absolute Poverty is something you can apply internationally to any society – $2 per day according to the United Nations. Relative Poverty, on the other hand, means families whose income falls below 60 per cent of the national median – the median being the halfway point between the richest and the poorest. If the richest earns £100 per week and the poorest earns £0, the median is £50 and the poverty line is £30. In 2011, that Relative Poverty line comes in at roughly £240 per week – out of which you’ll have to pay housing, heating, food, clothes, water, travel, council tax and on and on.
         
 
         The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) and the Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) have finessed these figures into a chart depending on your circumstances. For a single adult, Relative Poverty means £165 per week, for a couple with a kid that’s £256 per week and a couple with two kids aged eight or over are at the poverty line on £346 per week.
 
         In the UK, things are further complicated – the 1997 Labour government used the term Absolute Poverty to describe households with an income less than 50 per cent of the average income in 1997. This definition lasted until the 2011 Child Poverty Act, when the coalition government set a new UK benchmark – any household whose income is below 60 per cent of the 2010–11 UK average weekly wage of £411. In Britain, your Absolute Poverty depends on the year your government was elected and is also, clearly, relative.
 
         According to the DWP statistics, in 2009–10, 29 per cent of children – 3.8 million kids – were living in both relative and absolute poverty as were 7.9 million adults – 22 per cent of the adult population. In Wigan, 12,875 children live in poverty – out of a population of 306,000. According to the IFS, this will get worse. ‘The long-term effects of the recession and higher inflation eroding living standards is yet to be felt,’ it argued in a report analysing those numbers.
         
 
         You can sniff at the label and consider it way too generous a definition of poverty – the incomes are a lot higher than $2 per day. But the idea of starvation-level Absolute Poverty hasn’t been in serious use in the UK since Seebohm Rowntree, poverty researcher and son of the chocolate-manufacturing philanthropist Joseph, abandoned it in the year Orwell strode the northwest.
 
         Rowntree senior, steered by his Quaker beliefs, founded the Joseph Rowntree Foundation to research poverty using his cocoa-bean fortune. His son was so fascinated by the debate as to what counted as poverty that he published a survey of conditions in York in 1899. Back then the concept of unemployment was new – the word was coined in the 1880s when it became clear that the complete absence of jobs in the once prosperous cotton towns in Lancashire could not be blamed on a few feckless men and women. Fecklessness hardly went in cycles.
 
         Seebohm’s 1899 survey was published two years later as Poverty: A Study of Town Life. To ensure his measure of the money needed for a subsistence level of existence was accurate, he included fuel, light, rent, food, clothing and household items in his list of essential costs. In 1899, by his measure, 27.8 per cent of the population of York was living in poverty.
         
 
         His work was considered scandalous for reasons we might recognize today – people rebelled against the argument that poverty was the result of low wages instead of the traditionally held view that the poor were responsible for their own plight.
 
         Revisiting his study in 1936, Rowntree reconsidered what counted as essential. He cut people the same kind of slack as Orwell, who argued that everybody needed a cup of tea, a pint and a cigarette now and then. Second time round, therefore, Seebohm included in his list of essential costs things not strictly necessary for survival. In calculating the minimum money people needed, he argued that newspapers, books, radios, beer, tobacco, holidays and presents were fundamental to a meaningful life. By these criteria, Rowntree estimated that 31.1 per cent of the population of York was living in poverty in 1936. Similarly, 17.3 per cent were living in relative poverty in Merseyside during 1929–30, 20 per cent in Southampton in 1931, and 10.7 per cent in Bristol in 1936.
 
         It’s tempting to compare those numbers with DWP data showing 54 per cent of children in Scholes are today living in poverty, and to conclude that things are absolutely worse, but it’s hard to make an accurate comparison. Poverty has to be relative, just as the imperative for you, as a child, to clean your plate was relative to your time – things have changed. If a low-income family struggles with debt, can’t afford to pay the bills this winter and sees it’s loved ones die young it doesn’t help to say that the poor in 1936 didn’t have electricity or bank accounts. Nor does it help to say ‘at least you’re not starving in Africa’. We don’t live in 1936 or Africa. Our needs are different.
         
 
         During the last decade, the poorest one-tenth of the population have seen, on average, a fall in income after paying housing costs whilst the richest have seen their income soar. If you’re poor, you’re unhappy. If you’re poor whilst everyone else is getting richer, you’re angry. Orwell knew this. He counted out pay packets for employed and unemployed – one miner took home less than £2 per week (worth between £100 and £380 per week today depending on your currency converter) whilst one unemployed couple lived on thirty-two shillings a week (between £80 and £300 per week by the same measures). Despite his experiences in Burma and down and out in Paris and London, Orwell knew this was too little.
 
         ‘An Englishman on the P.A.C. (Public Assistance Committee – which set and distributed unemployment benefit) gets fifteen shillings a week because fifteen shillings is the smallest sum on which he can conceivably keep alive,’ Orwell wrote. ‘If he were, say, an Indian or Japanese coolie, who can live on rice and onions, he wouldn’t get fifteen shillings a week – he would be lucky if he got fifteen shillings a month.’ Fifteen shillings a week in England would seem a fortune elsewhere but Orwell was amazed by the privations people suffered to get by on so little in the UK.
         
 
         Today, the same is true. To feel what poverty is like, spend time with Micky, who lives in Ashton, to the east of Manchester. He’s long-term unemployed and trying to get into work but has a host of instant support packages – council tax benefit, things to do with child maintenance, all sorts of bits and pieces going on. He’s got a daughter, but he no longer lives with her mother so he’s got responsibilities but he lives alone. He’s not lazy. He works as a volunteer for Social Enterprise doing fire safety checks in homes. In some ways he’s working so hard he doesn’t have time for a job. He and his team inspect very poor houses on very rough estates, looking at all private properties and trying to prevent them from bursting into flames.
 
         Fire and poverty aren’t directly linked in the way they were when houses were built of wood and straw but it’s true that the poorer you are the more likely you are to start a fire. This shouldn’t be true but it is. It’s often to do with trying to squeeze everything you can out of the smallest things, with no one saying things like ‘sensibly you can’t put that many plugs in that socket’. Or stuff you might not know, like how to get a free smoke alarm, for example.
 
         In 1947, fire brigades first gained the duty to do public health checks in order to reduce fires as well as putting them out. They were given a greater role in various Fire Safety Acts in 1971 and 1997, and finally – in 2004 – the Fire Rescue and Services Act section 6 specified that a fire and rescue authority must make provision for the purpose of promoting fire safety in its area by a pro active strategy targeted at all sections of the community.
         
 
         As they started going into houses they saw the reasons for the fire hazards such as big extension leads covered in plugs or people trying to heat one room in the cheapest way possible – on a one bar heater. ‘It’s actually not going to be that safe a heater,’ Micky explained. ‘It’s probably not going to be that new so it’s not going to be very efficient either.’ People would also sit so close to their single oil-fired radiator, with flammable blankets all around them, that it would create further risk of fire.
         
 
         In terms of alleviating housing inequalities, the house visits are one of the things that really work – because no one minds the fire service coming to call. When a policeman comes to your door, you are usually wary, but when the fire or ambulance service come people are generally friendly. This isn’t always the case, of course, so in places like Ashton and Ince, Greater Manchester, the fire service has a Community Action Team who wear a subtler version of the uniform, a polo shirt and a fleece: they still look professional but they’re not in shiny fire suits.
         
 
         For people who fear they’re going to lose their children when anyone in authority knocks on the door, having a volunteer who you know, who lives just down the road, makes a difference. And Micky makes a difference. He visits houses, does fire checks and directs people to local services, and he absolutely loves doing it. But he doesn’t get paid for it.
 
         He’s on disability benefit so he’s very careful with his money – he would like to have enough to spend on his daughter, to buy her things she wants. He doesn’t want her dreading a visit to her dad, thinking her mum’s the nice parent and way more generous. Micky doesn’t like to think this way, because he and his ex get along and he knows his daughter would never think that really, but he just wants to provide for her like a dad should. So he tries to ration his weekly money – for instance, he’s careful how he eats He’ll make curry or chilli with a 15p tin of mince and a 12p tin of tomatoes and some premixed sauce or spices. The cheapest mince is in the superstore but the cheapest chilli mix is in a corner shop almost a mile away. So he walks between the two shops to buy his food and he gets enough to last for six days. He’s found different ways to eat it, because he can’t afford to pay the fuel cost to heat rice every day – which would be the nice thing to eat in the traditional ‘let’s make it a nice dinner’ fashion. Instead, he has curried mince on toast some days and cold chilli sandwiches another day, but on Sunday he’ll find enough for a meal for when his daughter comes over.
         
 
         Micky, by some people’s yardstick, is evil scrounging scum. He is a council tax cheat for one thing. Not voluntarily, but by default. He lives on his own and gets a single-person discount on council tax. The council pays his council tax benefit, but somehow they overpay about £30 a month in council tax benefit, which they then claim back from him a couple of times a year.
 
         He’s trying to survive on a 12p tin of mince even though he gets an extra £30 a month, but he knows that some one’s going to ask for it back. It may be his daughter’s birthday that month but he’s too scared to dip into that £30 because he knows at some point it will have to be returned, and if he can’t pay then he could wind up homeless or, as has happened to people in Northampton, Manchester, Bristol, Liverpool, Doncaster and countless other towns and cities across the UK over the past couple of years, in jail.
 
         He’s written to the council, saying: ‘I don’t want the money, don’t give it to me, I can manage, why can’t you just pay me the council tax that you charge me? You’re administering both systems …’ But he lives in that world where arguing with people gets you nowhere at all. Nobody listens to a word you say. You’re that shouty man who says ‘your system is insane, what are you doing?’
 
         Micky is helping to prevent houses from burning down and helping to keep the people who live in them alive. He’s doing a public service that’s financially supported by the council. And yet the council – through no fault of Micky’s – puts his home and freedom at risk thanks to an administrative error. This system clearly needs to exist but there’s a lack of sense within it –it just doesn’t work.
         
 
         Micky is an articulate man. He thinks most people are rational. He knows that when you explain his predicament too anyone will see it’s irrational. But no one seems to be able to change it. Micky says the strange thing is that he never thought that one aspect of being powerless would be not being able to say I don’t want this money …
 
         Mickey is one of ten million Britons who earn less than £15,000 a year – the basic amount, according to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, that an individual needs to earn to reach a minimum socially acceptable standard of living. He’s in Relative Poverty. What’s shocking is how much better off he is than at least twenty people I met in cities across the northwest of England who were living close to United Nations-style Absolute Poverty.
 
         Sarah D.’s tragedy isn’t just that she only had £2.50 a day to feed herself and her newborn baby after her benefits were cut off, it’s that her case is not that exceptional.
         
 
         
            *

         
 
         Poverty isn’t just about money, as Orwell knew. The housing conditions that Orwell felt words could notdescribe are everywhere. In Scholes, just down the road from Orwell’s former lodging house, there’s a family of asylum seekers – mum, dad and three boys – who lived in a house for five years on funding from an asylum-seekers charity. They were all doing well in education, integrated even by the exacting standards of the local residents association and active in the local community. However, when the eldest boy hit eighteen, the funding dried up and they were made homeless. They ended up in a two-room flat with no kitchen, with all five of them sleeping in one room. Six months later they were still there.
         
 
         In nearby Springfield, Simon, twenty-six, rents a flat for £400 per month, consisting of a broken armchair with rusted metal springs popping out, loose light fittings, dry rot, damp stains on the wall, broken taps, kitchen cabinet doors hanging off, an open pipe leading to the drains, windows sealed with masking tape, and earwigs and slugs creeping around.
 
         ‘I feel like I’m being robbed blind but have no alternative,’ he explains. ‘I rang the Environmental Health but the landlord told me if I carried on with them I could be evicted. I can smell the damp whilst taking a bath, I wake up cold and I can see my own breath when I visit the toilet. If the monthly bills get too high, the landlord switches off the electricity at 11.30 p.m. I would love to move somewhere else where I am in charge of my own electricity bill, where I am not manipulated to what I can and can’t have, but I can’t raise the deposit and advance rent payment.’
         
 
         How can this be? Of course, the first tragedy of this question is that anyone should ask it. Rowntree’s third round of poverty research in 1950 concluded that neither Absolute nor Relative Poverty existed in the UK – the welfare state had entirely eradicated the problem. Poverty was history.
 
         The second tragedy is how we threw that away. Take the people Orwell met in Wigan, for instance. Gerry Kennan stayed in the union movement, his son Harry worked in the merchant navy, then as an electrician in the mines and then moved to Heinz when the company opened a factory nearby. Harry fought for, and won, union recognition at the plant. He retired, grew carnations and doted on his wife and daughters – still living on Beech Hill Estate, in a modern semi-detached house with a view across the whole town. He died in October 2011.
 
         After the Second World War, Sid Smith’s magazine stand grew and grew until it took up most of one side of a Wigan arcade, with a huge banner bearing the proud ‘This Is Smiths’ flapping above. In the 1970s, he added books and music at the behest of his son Trevor – who joined the family business after a brief teaching career – and they relocated to a shop nearby. In the 1980s, by then one of the largest independent retailers in Wigan, father and son snapped up a local bakery to give them a sprawling 10,000-foot store. When Trevor finally sold up in 2006 – his two daughters had little interest in the family business – Smiths employed twenty-eight staff and boasted 30,000 books on its extensive shelves.
         
 
         Trevor Smith now lives in Wrightington – a village at the edge of Wigan Borough. His house stands at the end of a winding country lane and from his windows the views stretch out over rolling green hills. Hanging on the walls are silver discs signed by the Spice Girls and Take That – gratitude for helping sales top one million each. The newsagent game proved lucrative indeed.
 
         Trevor sold up at the right time – he suffered a massive heart attack shortly afterwards, for one thing, and his successor struggled to make a go of it in the new world of online competition. The shop closed in 2009. ‘People didn’t think folk in Wigan would buy books,’ Trevor recalls. ‘They were wrong. But I think people expect Coronation Street. Yes, it was bad. It’s not so bad now.’
 
         Jim Hammond, who could have been the poster boy for hard-working poverty, showed Orwell around some of the Wigan pits. Hammond had left school at fourteen and went straight down the mines. He would lie on his back chipping coal from a seam inches away from his face and was paid per bucket. By 1936 he was out of work – banned from the pits for organizing strikes. His wife was six months pregnant with their son Tony when she met Orwell.
         
 
         Tony Hammond is the perfect post-war British version of the American dream. Born in Park Hospital, Davyhulme – where Nye Bevan launched the National Health Service – he grew up sleeping three to a room, living in houses without running water and using outdoor toilets designed for municipal carts to carry off the sewage. He recieved free school meals during the war, then came a scholarship to Wigan Grammar School, followed by law at Oxford and called to the bar … in one generation everything changed.
 
         His children Maggie and Katie qualified as solicitors whilst Fanny works as a teacher in Northern Ireland. His grandchildren are all doing well – Jamie is reading medicine, Tom is reading politics, Jessica has just completed a year in Germany on an Erasmus scholarship, Emily wants to do nursing at Queens, and the youngest, Olivia, plays netball for Northern Ireland and is heading for Oxford.
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