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‘Each little insect
telling its own story’
Photographer Samuel James
on his fireflies series, p30

‘A perfect symphony
of sweet and sour’
Ravinder Bhogal’s rhubarb and
pomegranate crumble, p36
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even now that their own lives may depend on it,
most Trumpists continue to believe the leader,
disbelieve experts, value the economy over life
and regard blue states as the enemy. Trump’s
approval ratings among Republicans remain
above 90 per cent. If he becomes the new Thabo
Mbeki–theformerSouthAfricanpresidentwhose
denialismduringtheAidsepidemicmadehimcul-
pable for 365,000unnecessary deaths, according
toaHarvardstudy–Republicanswillbecomplicit.
France and Italy in normal times are packed

with anti-vaxxers and conspiracy theorists. But

almost everyone in these countries is now lis-
tening to health experts and staying home. By
contrast, in US polls, far more Republicans than
Democratsdismissedthepandemicasahoaxand
said theywouldn’t change behaviour, evenwhile
medical experts warned that Covid-19was head-
ing for red states too. Still, it’s no wonder these
Americans distrust medical science when it has
given them (at great expense) the opioid crisis
and,in13Trump-votingstates,averagelifeexpec-
tancybelow78, lowerthananycountry intheEU.
Many Republicans are also following Trump

in endorsing a choice unimaginable in Europe:
risking death for the Dow. Several Republican
state governors refused to order lockdowns on
time, and were supported by rightwing groups
such as Americans for Prosperity. Authorities
often prioritised business over life in long-ago
pandemics, Richard J Evans, history professor
at Cambridge, told the Talking Politics podcast.
He cites the example of Hamburg’s merchants
trying to hush up the cholera outbreak of 1892.
It’s just surprising this tradition coexists with
modernmedical knowledge.
The common Republican argument that

people die in recessions is only true because the
USmakesitso.UScompanieshavealreadysacked
millionsofworkers,manyofwhomhavelosttheir
health insurance. By contrast, many European
governments – including Britain’s rightwing
Conservatives and the supposedly “neoliberal”
Emmanuel Macron – are paying workers’ wages
to prevent redundancies. European states have
learnt fromtheirmistakesof2008: this timethey
aim tobail out ordinarypeople, not banks.
Once European countries emerge from lock-

down, they may have to block flights from the
pandemic’s next epicentre, the US. A travel ban
between these two floundering regions would
symbolise a split in world views that probably
won’tbebridgeable evenafterTrump.

D
onald Trump’s handling of this
crisis wasn’t merely predictable.
It was predicted. In March 2016,
Art Caplan, bioethicist at New
York University, published a blog
about an imaginary pandemic
under the then almost unimagi-
nable Trump presidency. Caplan
gotmany details right. He has the
virus jumping from animals in
Chinese markets to humans with
a “lethality [not] seen since the

Spanishfluoutbreakof 1918”.
People are urged to “stay home, wearmasks”.

Then President Trump leaps into action,
closing borders and screening passengers on
international flights. “Many pointed out that
these measures did not work and that the
mutated virus was already in the US,” writes
Caplan.ButTrump“notedthat immigrantsoften
brought disease”, and suggested the pandemic
was “part of a conspiracy”. A “political battle
[erupts] between Trump, recalcitrant governors
inmanystates,[and]hisownCDCamidstcatcalls
from the international community”. Eventually,
Trumpgetsdistractedbya“tradewarwithChina
topunish themfor allowing anepidemic”.
In a crisis, you discover who people are, and

what countries are.WealreadyknewwhoTrump
was, but what does the current situation reveal
about the half of the US that he represents, and
aboutEurope?Both regions startwith a sad set of
similarities. Neither the US nor Europe (except
arguably Germany) could tame this pandemic
through early tracking and testing, as South
KoreaandSingaporedid.BothEuropeandtheUS
arewreckingtheplanettoenrichtheirpeople,yet
cannotevenenrichmostofthem.Onlythiswinter
didBritishaveragewagesbrieflyregain theirpre-
crisis level of 2007. Now other European coun-
tries may drop below that bar. The average
incomeof thebottomhalfofAmericanshadstag-
nated at about $15,000 for 40 years even before
the pandemic, calculates Thomas Piketty in his
newbookCapital and Ideology.
Neither region is now showing much cross-

country solidarity. Trump stopped flights from
Europe without warning Europeans; northern
European countries continue to block propos-
als for sharedEurobonds, pushing grievingSpain
and Italy into a new era of depression and aus-
terity.Donationsofprotectivekits, andGermany
treating a few dozen French and Italian patients,
can’t disguise that failure. Brexiters needn’t have
worried: there is noEuropean superstate.
But on other life-and-death matters, Europe

and American Republicans diverge. The latter
are sticking with Trump in a suicidal course that
hasnoEuropeanequivalent.Until thispandemic,
there was an “only joking” quality to Trumpism.
Many Republicans used it as a way to stick it to
coastal elites rather than a practical ideology.
They could dismiss climate scientists and other
experts without suffering immediate harm. Yet

‘Many Republicans are also
following Trump in endorsing a
choice unimaginable in Europe:
risking death for the Dow’

SIMON
KUPER
OPEN ING SHOT

The corona gulf
dividingEurope
andAmerica
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‘Eternal optimism
has gotme
through rather
than ambition’

I NVENTORY DA ISY HAGGARD
ACTOR AND WR I TER

FT.COM/MAGAZINE APRIL 4/5 2020

Stage, filmand televisionactor
DaisyHaggard, 42, has appeared
inproductions including the
BBC’sUncle, EpisodesandBack to
Life, which she co-wrote.

Whatwas your childhood
or earliest ambition?
Apop star, writer, vet and actor
– a gymnast, as well. I thought I
could probablymanage them all.
Private school or state school?
University or straight intowork?
State school first, then JamesAllen’s
Girls’ School. Then straight towork,
doing lots of odd jobs, auditioning
desperately for parts and not
getting them, then finally drama
school at Lamda.
Whowasor still is yourmentor?
Mydad [the director PiersHaggard]
is the person I’ve always talked to
aboutwork.He always says: “Create
the circumstances inwhich you can
shinewithout being an arsehole.”
And: “Hold. Your.Nerve,” in a very
deep voice. I hear it every time I get
nervous or flustered.
Howphysicallyfit are you?
Not fit enough. I fluctuate, but
I have two young children and
toomuchwork at themoment.
Every year is the year I will get
the supermodel body and become
addicted to exercise. It doesn’t
happen. It will!
Ambitionor talent:which
mattersmore to success?
Probably ambition, thinking
objectively. Lots of peoplewho
aren’t very good are very successful.
I’m ambitious, but not overtly; I’ve
never had that drive and zeal, but
I’ve always been able to pickmyself
up if something goeswrong. Eternal
optimismhas gotme through
rather than ambition.
Howpolitically committed
are you?
Increasingly. As I have children
and see theworld they’re going
to growup in, I worry about their
future. I fell off for a few years,
but now I feelmore engaged.
Whatwouldyou like toown that
youdon’t currentlypossess?
Aperfect tropical islandwith a
beach shack and nomosquitoes.
What’s yourbiggest extravagance?
The things I spendmost ofmy
money on, tomy shame, are
probably taxis and food.My life
extravagance: I amknown as
Holidaisy. It’s not about spending
a lot ofmoney, but I take asmany
breaks as I can afford to spend time
withmy family.

Inwhatplace are youhappiest?
InGreece. I got us into a bit of
financial trouble by buying a little
ruin inGreece, and slowly, slowly
scrubbed it up and sorted it out.
So, in the courtyardwith a gin and
tonic, when the sun’s setting and the
kids are playing barefoot near the
bougainvillea. Everyone thought
Iwas crazy becausewe couldn’t
afford it – it was amassive risk.
What ambitionsdoyou still have?
Formy family to be really happy.
Withwork, to do a few things really
well – write a couple of films,maybe
one day direct one, write some
more series.
Whatdrives youon?
Love ofmy gang.
What is the greatest achievement
of your life so far?
My children andmy family. At the
moment, gettingwork-life balance
right seems like a real achievement
but I don’t for a second rest onmy
laurels. You have to keepworking at
all those things. In thework sense,
writing and starring inBack to Life.
I worked on it for four years, had
just had a baby and thought I was
on theway out.
Whatdoyoufindmost
irritating inotherpeople?
I find earnest, humourless idiots
really irritating.
If your 20-year-old self could see
younow,whatwould she think?
I’m having a good year so I think
shewould be a bit relieved. It’s such
a fraught time, your twenties.
Whichobject that you’ve lost do
youwishyou still had?
I lose things all the time, I’m so
scatty. If I let it botherme I’d never
sleep at night.
What is the greatest
challengeof our time?
To deal with climate change
so that we have a future.
Doyoubelieve in anafterlife?
No. I’d love to. I like the idea of it
but I don’t believe it.
If youhad to rate your satisfaction
withyour life so far, out of 10,
whatwouldyou score?
I’m going to say 10. I can’tmoan and
lots of people really are struggling.
At anyminute it could go down
to one and you have to enjoy the
moment, sowhile I’m feeling 10,
I’ll own it!

Interview byHester Lacey.
Daisy Haggard stars in “Breeders”,
which continues on Thursdays
at 10pm on Sky One and
streaming service NowTV
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Elaine Moore is the FT’s deputy Lex
editor, currently stuck in Dorset

Who is Karen?
Andwhy is she so
popular on TikTok?

There is a short video online
that shows an American
teenage boy sitting in a
car with a T-shirt draped

over his head, complaining
loudly that his takeaway order is
incorrect. Another video shows
a teenager with a towel on his
head criticising a café for opening
threeminutes late. Both boys are
pretending to bemy favourite
internet villain – Karen.
On the video-sharing app

TikTok there are 720m views for
videos dedicated to Karen jokes.
Millionsmore if you include
#karenchallenge, #calmdownkaren
and #respectthedripkaren (a joke
aboutmiddle-agedwomen not
understanding fashion). There are
Karenmemes on Instagram
and YouTube as well.Wherever
American teens congregate online,
youwill find jokes about Karen.
The idea of using the name

as a generic term for obnoxious
grown-ups is supposed to have
started on Reddit, after a user
posted complaints about his
ex-wife. It can be used as a
shorthand for bigots and, because
there is nomale equivalent, it
can also be used tomake sexist
jokes. Butmost of the time, teens
use it to describe an annoying,
interfering adult. Karens aremoms
– pushy ones. They share corny
inspirational quotes on Facebook,
buymerchandise inscribed with
“Live Laugh Love” and love to ruin
teenage fun.
What reallymarks out a Karen,

however, is their capacity to
complain and get their ownway.
If you ever worked in a shop or
restaurant when youwere younger,

youwill remember who the Karens
were – they were the ones who
asked to speak to yourmanager.
The idea of Karens has

been around for a while. A few
months ago, a woman caught
on video in the US shouting and
making faces at another driver
was dubbed the ultimate Karen.
But the number of jokes seems
to have kicked up a gear since
the coronavirus pandemic forced
millions of American teenagers
to leave schools and colleges and
return home.
All good poetry is the

spontaneous overflow of powerful
feelings, claimedWilliam
Wordsworth. The same can be
said ofmemes. In the past few
weeks, TikTok has become the
most effective black hole for

many (and not just teenagers)
to disappear into when reality
feels overwhelming.
The variety of contentmakes

it by far themost absorbing app
I have onmy phone. It is also a
social network filled with strangers
– which feels perfect for this
dislocated period of time. Pristine
photographs posted on Instagram
are annoying in a crisis, while
WhatsAppmessages can bring
bad news. TikTok, though, is just
silly. The fact that T-shirts and
tea towels are supposed to denote
Karen’s long hair, but look nothing
like it, is one of thousands ofmicro
visual and audio jokes.
TikTok’s Chinese parent

ByteDance is valued at
$75bn,making it themost
valuable start-up in the world.
The algorithm that dictates
the videos you see is ruthlessly
efficient. Glance down at the
app and by the time you look up
an hour can easily have slipped
past. Its chief currency is dance
moves, in-jokes and youth.
Charli D’Amelio, its first US
celebrity, is 15 years old. Anyone
born before the year 2000 seems
to feel compelled tomake a joke
about their age when posting a
video. Brands andmore established
celebrities have joined but none
can compete with the wit and
editing skills of teenagers.
The app’s Gen Z demographic

alsomeans that it is stuffed to
the brimwith jokes about their
mainstream, out-of-touch parents
and all the other adults who annoy
them – like Karen.
Teenagers forced to spendmore

time at homewith their families
need an outlet for their frustration.
It’s not surprising that TikTok at
themoment hasmore jokes about
how annoying adults can be –
or that the jokes can be extremely
sharp. I love them anyway. Karens
may just be ameme but the longer
this crisis lasts, themore I find the
idea comforting.
There is something soothing

about the idea of a group of people
willing to speak up and complain
when the rest of us are sitting
in stunned silence.When times
are uncertain, it is also deeply
reassuring to see that teenagers
still believe adults have everything
under control.

‘Pristine photographs
posted on Instagram are
annoying in a crisis, while
WhatsApp messages can
bring bad news. TikTok,
though, is just silly’

T E C H

W O R L D
BY ELA INE MOORE IN DORSET

ILLUSTRATION BY PÂTÉ
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Makinganewcop
dramaoutof acrisis

To contribute
Please email magazineletters@ft.com. Include
a daytime telephone number and full address
(not for publication). Letters may be edited.

ILLUSTRATION BY LUCAS VARELA

ROBERT SHRIMSLEY
THE NATIONAL CONVERSATION

With police called in to
enforce the coronavirus
lockdown, there are
alreadynumerous

instances of enthusiastic cops
rebuking those not taking the new
rules seriously. Socialmedia is
ablazewith drone footage of the
rozzers snaring dangerous dog
walkers, people loiteringwith intent
to sunbathe and even oneLabour
MP, StephenKinnock, rebuked for
taking his dad a birthday cake.
There is a point to this.

The publicity helps reinforce the
message to take the lockdown
seriously. Nonetheless, some forces
seema tad zealouswith their new
power. On the upside, it couldmake
for some cracking new crimefiction.

The scene: Oxford. A grizzled cop pulls
up in a vintage Jag.
Ah,Morse, you took your time.
Sorry, sir – Iwas checking for
pubs thatwereopen indefiance
of the regulations.
Find any?
Sadlynot. Sowhat’s the story?
Punters.
What are thepuntersdoing?
Well punting, you pillock.What do
you think?
I see, sorry, sir. Youmeant it
literally.What’s happened to
thesepunters?Have they found
abody?Aheadless corpseby the
MagdalenBridgeperhaps?
No,Morse, nothing like that.
Well,what then?
They are punting. It’s not an
essential activity.
Are theyon their own?
Yes, but that’s not the point…
I’mhomicide, sir; don’twehave
constables for this kindof thing?
This is a national crisis. It’s all
hands to the punt. They could be
spreading the virus. This is virtually
attemptedmurder.
It soundsmore like attempted
boating, sir. (Sighs.)OK,who
reported it?
No one. Our drones caught them.

We scrambled a helicopter but the
bastards escaped.
If theywereon their own, sir, is it
that big adeal?
Take this seriously. Itmight be a
gang. There could be conspiracy
to punt.We’ve got to find them.
You’re anOxfordman, use your
knowledge, visit a stately home
first, climbup a church spire.
Can’twe just go to theboathouse?
No,we’d never get a two-hour
drama out of that. Oh and get down
to the Turl, there’s a shop selling
inessential Easter eggs.
Easter eggs!You should scramble
all units. If youneedme, I’ll be at
homewithLohengrin.
I’ve told you,Morse, you’remeant
to be self-isolating.

Line of Duty’s superintendent
Hastings is talking to colleagues:
Sowe nowhave clear evidence of
people driving towalk their dogs.
Sir,what if thesedogwalkers are
someof ourown?
What do youmean, fella?
Wethink thesedogwalkers
couldbe cops.
Mother of God, bent coppers.
Yes, sir, dogwalkers in thehighest
levels of the force, that’swhy they
always seemtoknowwhenwe’ve
got thedronesup.
Does the assistant chief
commissioner know?

Wethinkhe’s oneof them, sir.
Doyounot recognise this gilet?
We’re gonna have to get someone
in under cover. Anyone here got a
bichon frise?

The Sweeney arrive:
All right,Kinnock, you’renicked.
We’ve got youbang to rights.
Who grassed?
Youdid, youmuppet, you tweeted
out apictureof yourselfwith your
parents,whowehappen toknow
donot live at yourhomeaddress.
Youvisitedyourdadand took
himabirthday cake.
It wasn’t like that, guv. I was taking
round essential supplies and also
took a cake for his birthday.Have a
heart. I stayedwell back from them.
You’rebreakingmyheart,
Kinnock.You’re goingdown for
this. You could getfiveyears, or
perhaps a£30fine.Unless…
Unless what?
Tell uswhobaked the cakeand
wemightbeprepared to look
theotherway this one time.
Second cop: givemefiveminutes
alonewithhim,boss, he’ll crack.
Whydo you carewho baked it?
We’re running lowonflour.
Wecoulduse thenameof
your supplier.

Well done to the FT for this
important reporting (“Inside
China’s controversial mission
to reinvent the internet”,
March 28/29).We need to
keep raising the pressure on
our governments, politicians
and corporations to design
better policies and better
regulation, and, flowing from
them, better standards and
technologies consistent with
our values and needs.
SierraOne via FT.com

Hownice to read something other
than depressing news (“The dog
still needs a walk”,March 28/29).
What’smore, the pictures
are beautiful. I have two dogs
that I walk daily. These walks,
in the incredible silence that
surrounds us now, offer a great
opportunity for reflection.
FTreader10 via FT.com

Thanks for some great advice
(“How tomanage anxiety and
grief through coronavirus”,
March 28/29). I have been living
with incurable cancer for five
years, in chemotherapy andwith
a low immune system, so have
beenhypersensitive to coughs
and sneezes for a long time.
The practical advice therapist
Julia Samuel sets out is very useful
and insightful. I would add two
things: be thankful for everything –
every day I feel is awonderful gift.
And trying to help others is good
to avoid becoming self-obsessed.
Pilgrim via FT.com

Thanks for putting a smile onmy
face (“Honestly, who’d be a burglar
now?”,March 28/29). And…at
least burglarswearmasks.
Jam2Morrow via FT.com

robert.shrimsley@ft.com
@robertshrimsley

In a new daily FTWeekend Live Q&A on the ft.comhomepage, you can chat to our contributors on an
aspect of life in lockdown at noon and 5pmUK time. Join gardeningexpert Jane Perrone on Saturday
andwinecolumnist Jancis Robinson on Sunday for a lively below-the-line discussion Q
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@BakerLuke March 28
This, via @FT on China’s mission
to reinvent the internet, is the
most important story you’ll
read (today, this week, month
or year because it threatens to
dramatically shape our future)
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THE
CORONAVIRUS
CHANCELLOR
Rishi Sunak had been in the job for only a month when
the pandemic catapulted him into the middle of an economic
crisis. Not yet 40, the chancellor has won praise for his
bold measures and pragmatism. No one doubts his ambition
either – but is it too much, too soon? George Parker and
Sebastian Payne report. Illustrations by Barry Falls
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n the world beyond the wood-panelled state
dining room of No 10Downing Street, the pound
was crashing, companies were closing, streets
wereemptyingandoneofLondon’sbiggesthospi-
talshadrunoutofcriticalcarebeds.Yet inside,an
almost surreal calmseemed to surround theman
charged with preventing coronavirus from turn-
ing into aneconomic catastrophe.
Rishi Sunak, Britain’s recently installed chan-

cellor of the exchequer, checked his notes before
calmly running through the “unprecedented”
measures he intended to take. A trim figure in a
darksuit,whiteshirtandburgundytie,Sunakhad
alreadyallocatedtensofbillionsofpoundstosave
ailingbusinesses,buthisnewapproachhadnever
been tried before, even in wartime: “For the first
timeinourhistory,ourgovernmentisgoingtopay
people’swages,” he told thenation.
Sunak’s “whatever it takes”message onMarch

20wonglowingreviewsfromthemediaandpolit-
ical opponents alike, as did the soothingmanner
inwhichhedelivered it. “Wewant to lookbackon
this time and remember how we thought first of
others and acted with decency,” he said. Beyond
the admiration for the scale of the chancellor’s
responsewas amore fundamental question: who
was this preternaturally assuredpolitician?
Rishi Sunak is still a few weeks away from his

40th birthday, yet finds himself at the centre of
Britain’smostacuteeconomic–andhuman–crisis
sincethefinancialcrash,perhapssincethesecond
world war. He has been an MP for less than five
years and just a year ago he was the most junior
minister in the local government department.

Until his appointment as chancellor on Febru-
ary 13 – following the dramatic resignation of his
friendandthen-bossSajid Javid–hehadnot runa
governmentdepartment.
Few people saw Sunak coming, but at that

tense coronavirus press conference in 10 Down-
ing Street, there was a collective realisation that
theprimeminister’s podiummightwell bewhere
hewas eventuallyheading.Thepresswas cruel in
drawing comparisons between the sleek chancel-
lor and the ever-rumpled figure of Boris Johnson,
who stood alongside him and has struggled to
explainthegovernment’ssluggishinitialresponse
to the virus. Ladbrokes makes Sunak 11/4 hot
favourite tobe thenextprimeminister.
“Heissmart,he’senergeticandhelistens,which

is important,” says Frances O’Grady, head of the
TUC, Britain’s trade union movement. O’Grady
would not normally be a fan of a Tory chancellor,
but several days of negotiating with Sunak over
the coronavirus jobs package won her over: “It’s
a lot of responsibility on young shoulders. What
I would say is that he does have emotional intel-
ligence. It’s a different style,without that sense of
superiority that some have. He is quite frank in
sayingheneverexpectedhewouldbe in thisposi-
tion; this is not Conservatism as we have known
it for 40 years. Things are happening really fast,
judgments arebeingmade fast.”
Carolyn Fairbairn, head of the CBI employers’

federation, also became an admirer over cups of
tea at the Treasury: “We all just felt that incredi-
ble relief. He showed that you can come together
and do things that are big and have the potential
to change the course of the river.”
Sunak has risen so fast that he has barely had

time to acquire enemies, but the future could
be trickier. “He won’t be so popular when we’re
putting up taxes again to fix this,” admits one
Treasury insider. He remains vulnerable to the
whims of Johnson and his team and will inevita-
bly become a marked man for his rivals. But for
now, he has ridden a vertiginous trajectory to the
top level of Britishpolitics.

Sunak’s rise blindsidedmanypeople.He is not
a sociable figure in the Conservative parliamen-
taryparty: fewMPscanrecall seeinghimworking
the tearooms like other ambitious colleagues.
A teetotaller, he is more likely to end a long day
in Westminster at home with his family than
late-night gossiping over dinner. At heart, Sunak
is a nerd: he enjoys video games, spreadsheets
and Star Wars, confessing to attending midnight
screenings of thefilms.
“He’sverymuchan ‘IvoryTower’politician,he

doesn’t caremuch forparliament and theclubba-
ble sideofpolitics,”oneToryMPofhis generation
remarks. “He certainly doesn’t have a natural
support base and has never worked the parlia-
mentaryparty like some fromour intake.”
His gilded CV offers a clue to his political

potential, however. Educated at £40,000-a-year
Winchester College, where he was head boy, he
went on to Oxford (where he received a First in
Politics, Philosophy and Economics), Stanford
and Goldman Sachs. It is a classic Conservative
path to power, except that in Sunak’s case it has

I
RishiSunak inhisRichmondconstituency.
PostedtohisFacebookpage inJune2019
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a twist: he did not hail from a moneyed back-
ground of land and City interests. His parents
were immigrants: his fatherwas a general practi-
tioner in a tough part of Southampton – O’Grady
speculates that this may have helped give the
chancellor his “compassionate”manner – andhis
mother ran a local chemist. Later, her son would
help todo the accounts.

Sunak, who declined to be interviewed for
this article, attributes his Conservative instincts
to his parents and their determination to get on
and make a better life for their family. “My par-
ents sacrificed a great deal so I could attend good
schools,” he says onhiswebsite.He took theWin-
chester scholarship exam but did not win a full
scholarship; his parents senthim there anyway.

He was born in 1980. His Indian grandpar-
ents emigrated to Britain from east Africa about
60 years ago and the chancellor proudly recalls
taking his grandfather around Westminster
shortly after he was elected an MP in 2015. “He
took his phone out to take a picture,” Sunak told
the BBC’s Political Thinking podcast last year.
“Therewere tears inhis eyes.”

The young Rishi, known as Rish to his friends,
spoke English at home and grew up passionate
about cricket, Southampton FC and its football-
ing genius Matt Le Tissier. A practising Hindu,
Sunak recalled: “I’d be at the temple at theweek-
end...but I’dalsobeat theSaintsgameaswellona
Saturday.”Hewas the targetofoccasional racism,
mentioningtotheBBChow“itstung”whenhewas
abusedas a “Paki” in a local fast food restaurant.

After graduating fromOxford, Sunak started a
jobatGoldmanSachs,whereheworkedasajunior
analyst inthemerchantbankingdivisionforthree
years.One colleague sayshe “stoodout” early on,
recalling an away day at Lord’s cricket ground.
Sunakwas “by far andaway theyoungest and the
most junior guy” present but “took it very seri-
ously in a very pleasant way – he was showing us
what to do”. Sunak does not mention his time at
Goldmanonhis “aboutme”webpage.

Starting in 2005, he spent a year as a Fulbright
Scholar at Stanford University, studying for an
MBA. When he returned to London, he began
working in hedge funds. In 2006, he joined the
aggressive activist-fund TCI, founded by billion-
aire Chris Hohn and known for its controversial
campaign at ABN Amro that led to the Dutch
bank’s sale to Royal Bank of Scotland, Santander
and Fortis. The deal was seen as a critical factor
behindRBS’s downfall during thefinancial crisis.

Hohn has previously told the FT that Sunak
hadno involvement in theABNAmrocampaign–
“He had nothing to dowith the bank investment,
I led that” – and praised him for his “strong ana-
lytical skills, high integrity and low ego”. Sunak’s
time at TCI, one of London’s biggest hedge funds,
wasasuccessful ifdemandingone.Hohnisknown
as a tough boss. “He’s nobody’s fool, he wouldn’t
have survived long with Chris Hohn if he were,”
says one former colleague.

After leaving TCI in 2009, Sunak joined Thel-
emePartnerswithaformerTCIcolleague,Patrick
Degorce. His time there coincided with another
controversy: Degorce was ordered to pay back
about £8m in tax following a tribunal in 2013 ▶

‘Heissmart,he’senergeticandhelistens.
It’sa lotofresponsibilityonyoung
shoulders.Thingsarehappeningreally
fast, judgmentsarebeingmadefast’
FrancesO’Grady,TUChead

ArrivingataNo10pressconferencewith
primeministerBoris Johnson,March17
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◀ that foundhehadattempted to sheltermillions
of pounds in tax. A Treasury official said Sunak
hadnoinvolvementwiththisortheTCIcampaign
atABNAmro.
Sunak’s time in finance made him rich – he is

saidtobeoneofthewealthiestmembersofparlia-
ment.Butevenwithouthisownresources,money
in the Sunak household is not exactly a problem.
While at StanfordhemetAkshataMurthy,whose
father NR Narayana Murthy founded outsourc-
ing company Infosys and is India’s sixth-richest
man,withanetworthofmore than$2bn, accord-
ing toForbes.Akshata runs fashion labelAkshata
Designs and is also a director of a venture capital
firm founded by her father in 2010. The couple
married in 2009 and live with their two young
daughters in a Georgianmanor house in Sunak’s
North Yorkshire constituency of Richmond, and
in south-west London.

S unak’sdecisiontogointopol-
itics was not an obvious one,
norwashis choiceof thecon-
stituency that he hoped to
fight at the 2015 election.
Richmond, a traditional,
well-to-do farming seat of
dales and sweeping vistas,

hadpreviouslybeenheldbytheproudYorkshire-
manand formerTory leaderWilliamHague.
Hague recalls that constituency activists had

already made up their mind to choose another
Yorkshireman tofight the seat, possibly a farmer,
but Sunak quickly won them over. “Nobody had
heard of himbut his effect on the associationwas
dramatic,” he says. “They had in their minds the
sort of person they wanted and then this totally
different person walked in. To their credit, they
did a total U-turn. The key thing is he was obvi-
ously very intelligent without any trace of
arrogance. That’s a very unusual combination in
politics.He’s an extremecase of that.”
Sunak, who does not eat beef, threw himself

into local life, learning to milk cows and buying
a big house in the constituency. Predictably, he
wonRichmondbya landslide in2015whenDavid
Cameron secured a majority Conservative gov-
ernment, but it was not yet clear what sort of
Conservativehewould turnout tobe.
At Oxford, Sunak had joined the investment

society, learning to trade in markets, rather
than pursuing student politics. One fellow min-
ister believes that he eventually entered political
life because he wanted to fix things, but that he
approaches politics in an unideological way: “He
doesn’thaveanagenda,he’saproblemsolver.He’s

FEBRUARY 13
Sajid Javid resigns as chancellor,
following an ultimatum by
Boris Johnson to sack all of his
advisers. The primeminister
immediately appoints Javid’s
deputy, Rishi Sunak, to the post.

MARCH 11
Sunak unveils his first Budget,
including a £12bn stimulus to
tackle coronavirus. Statutory
sick pay will be covered by
the government and the NHS
will be given ‘whatever it takes’.
He suggests the virus will
cause ‘temporary disruption’
to the UK economy.

MARCH 17
As the British economy shuts
down, Sunak announces an
‘unprecedented’ £350bn rescue
package for businesses – including
£330bn of state-backed loans
and £20bn of handouts. Business
rates are cancelled for a year
andmortgages are put on
hold for up to three months.

‘Rishi’sbeenworking18hoursadayfor
weeks.He’sphysicallyandpsychologically
exhausted.Buthe’salwaystheonewho
says:“Comeon,ontothenext job”’
Apoliticalally

RISHISUNAK’S
BUSYSIXWEEKS
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campaigning alongside Johnson and aligning
himselfwithToryactivists, includingmanyofhis
Eurosceptic constituents. Richmond would end
upvotingLeaveby56per cent.

“He was the new guy up from London, there
was no way he could have supported Remain,”
says one MP. But Hague and Javid agree that
Sunakthoughthecouldsee the“economicoppor-
tunities” of Brexit, even thoughmany officials at
theTreasuryhenowheadsbelieve it isbarmyand
havecalculatedthat Johnson’spreferredEUtrade
deal would cut 5 per cent off British growth over
thenext 15years.

Sunak has previously argued that he “went
through the numbers” and that his time at Stan-
ford helped to convince him that the world was
changing very fast and that the EUwas failing to
keepup.Britainneeded tobemorenimble.

“He’saBrexiterbut inmyexperiencethat’snot
unusualforasecond-generationimmigrant,”says
oneminister who knows himwell. “This country
haschangedtheir lifeoutcomes…HewenttoWin-
chesterandOxford– these things cameasa result
of this country. That’s something that has a very
strongpull.

“People in international financial services
were often strong Brexiters,” he adds. “They
had different horizons, they didn’t worry
about continental supply chains like people in
international business.”

Sunak’s decision to support Leave came as a
gravedisappointment toCameron,whohad tried
personally to win over the newly elected MP.
According to one individual with knowledge of
the meeting, Cameron sighed as the implacable
Sunakleft theroom:“Ifwe’velostRishi,we’velost
the future of theparty.”

Sunak’s second major call was backing John-
son for the Conservative leadership last summer.
HebrieflyconsideredsupportingMichaelGove,▶

MARCH20
In his second ‘unprecedented’
rescue package, Sunak
announces the government
will help companies by paying
80 per cent of furloughed workers’
wages up to £2,500 amonth per
person, as well as deferring VAT
payments for three months.

MARCH27
FT analysis suggests Sunak will
add £60bn of public spending
to the UK economy, which could
push the deficit as high as £200bn
in the coming financial year.
Such increases will pose difficult
decisions for the chancellor once
the immediate crisis passes.

MARCH26
Sunak pledges £3bn of support
for the self-employed, offering
a cash grant in June covering
80 per cent of their trading
profits, initially for three months.
The chancellor warns this
could cost ‘tens of billions’.
Those earning above £50,000
a year are not covered.

more of a businessman than a politician in that
respect.”A friendsaysSunak“hasmade themost
of all the opportunities given to himandwants to
give somethingback”.

Sajid Javid, who resigned as chancellor in Feb-
ruary in a power struggle with Number 10, met
Sunakbefore the 2015 election and says thewan-
nabe politician shared many of his own beliefs:
“He’s someone who takes a natural interest in
business issues. I felt we were very much on the
same page: on business, the economy, free enter-
prise, lower taxation, less regulation.”

Coronavirus, however, has turned ideology on
its head. Sunakhas had to renationalise rail fran-
chises, pay part of the country’s wage bill and
borrow vast sums of money. Higher taxes may
well follow topayback thedebt. Javid says Sunak
had “no alternative” and that alongside his tough
economic views there is “a lot of compassion” in
him. But friends say he is “instinctively against”
the statistmeasureshe is being forced to adopt.

Hague says: “There’s nothing wet about him.
He would have been a Thatcherite in the days of
Thatcher,buthe’snot stuck in the1980s.”Hesays
Sunak also believes in state activism and his per-
spectiveasanorthernMPinformshisdesiretoget
places such as the industrial Tees Valley back on
theirfeet.“He’sveryconsciousthatConservatives
have to be able to revive an area like that,”Hague
continues,notingSunak’sproposaltocreateafree
port inthearea.“YoucanseetheTeesValley from
anyhill in theRichmondconstituency.”

Sunak’s political pragmatism was evident in
hisresponsetothecoronaviruscrisis.But it isalso
apparent,accordingtocolleagues, inhisapproach
to the four-nation United Kingdom. An attach-
menttotheUnionflagisnormallyagivenforTory
MPs, but colleagues say Sunak typically saw the
issue throughafinancial lens.

One fellow Conservative recalls: “I remem-
ber discussing the future of the Union with Rishi
and he argued that England should break away.
He was advocating the end of the UK because it
doesn’t make financial sense to him. He doesn’t
have any love for the institution and I suspect
he looks at it as he looks at anything: what’s the
profit?” Sunak’s allies say the chancellor does not
recall theconversationandisastaunchsupporter
oftheUnion“andthesharedvaluesitrepresents”.

Sunak’s extraordinary rise from neophyte
politician to chancellor in under five years was
rooted in two big calls, both of which would ulti-
matelybenefithiscareer.Thefirst, inevitably,was
Brexit. When Cameron held his ill-fated EU ref-
erendum in 2016, Sunak joined the Leave camp,

‘Hetakesanatural interest inbusiness
issues.Wewereverymuchonthesame
page:onbusiness, theeconomy,free
enterprise, lowertaxation, lessregulation’
SajidJavid, formerchancellor

Withhis formerbossandthen-
chancellorSajidJavid.Postedto
InstagramDecember2019
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◀ also a fellow Brexiter, telling colleagues: “My
heart says Gove, my head says Boris.” Although
Sunakpresentedthisasahardchoiceaboutwhich
candidatewasmost likelytoreviveToryfortunes,
he alsoknew that Johnsonwas likely towin.

In a high-profile intervention, Sunak joined
twootherrisingstarsof theparty–Robert Jenrick
andOliverDowden– toback Johnsonon the front
page of The Times. Sunak’s name appeared first
on the article, which was headlined: “The Tories
are indeepperil.OnlyBoris Johnsoncan saveus.”

“Bland, keep-your-head-down people,” was
how one minister in a rival camp described the
trio. But it also showed them to be supremely
ambitious.SunakhadheldmeetingswithJohnson
before the endorsement and Tory colleagues say
the whole affair was “transactional” and it paid
off. Although Johnson insisted he was not hand-
ing out jobs during the campaign, all three of the
risingMPsnowsit at the cabinet table.

To cement his relationship with the soon-to-
be prime minister, Sunak quickly followed up by
hosting Johnson and his partner Carrie Symonds
athisgrandYorkshirehomeduringtheleadership
campaign, serving burgers from the barbecue in
the well-tended grounds. People who have spent
time with Sunak and Akshata say the couple are
“very hospitable, completely down to earth”.
Although most people say Sunak is unflashy, his
wealth can be a subtly deployed political asset: a
few months later at the Treasury, he hosted staff
atanexpensiveMayfairrestaurantaftercomplet-
ingworkona spending review.

In July 2019, Sunak entered the Treasury as
number two to his friend Javid, who became
Johnson’s first chancellor. “We had a really good
partnership: professional, good-humoured,
respectful,” recalls Javid. Mats Persson, a former
Treasury adviser, says Sunak made an immedi-
ate impression: “He can move between the detail
and the big picture in awaywhich fewpoliticians
can. The officials rate him highly. He knows the
brief and can lead internal discussions with clar-
ity aboutwhathewants todo.”

Javid quit in February after Johnson – egged
on by his combative chief adviser Dominic Cum-
mings – decided to sack all the chancellor’s
advisers andmergeofficials fromNo10andNo11
into a single economic team. By now it was obvi-
ous toeveryone– including Javid– that itwasonly
amatter of timeuntil Sunakbecamechancellor.

As he prepared to walk out of Downing Street,
Javid urged Johnson not to choose a soft touch as
his replacement: “I told the PM, ‘You need some-
one who is going to be straight with you and
capable,’ and I said that had to be Rishi.” Given
that Johnson’s allies already referred to Sunak as
“Boris’s favouriteminister”, theconversationwas
probably superfluous.

Sunak’s immediate focus was on preparing a
March 11 Budget, which included spending pro-
posals to boost the north of England and a £12bn
package to help tackle coronavirus. But within
days, as Covid-19 swept the country, ultimately
infecting Johnson, Sunak was forced to extend
help to furloughed employees, the self-employed
and strugglingbusinesses.Thebill for thefirst six
monthsof theoutbreak is likely toexceed£60bn;
thefinal reckoning couldbemuchhigher.

Coronavirus has been a massive challenge for
Sunak. “Rishi is feeling theweight of theworldon
his shoulders,” says one ally. “He knows there is
an enormous responsibility onhim and he’s been
working 18hours a day forweeks now.He’s phys-
ically and psychologically exhausted. But he’s
always the one who says to people: ‘Come on, on
to thenext job.’”

It is also a political opportunity. For a decade,
Tory chancellors have had to squeeze public
spending: Sunak,bycontrast, hasbeenpraised in
recent weeks for behaving like a leftwing Labour
chancellor, doling out cash. Jeremy Corbyn,
Labour’soutgoingleader,sayshis largesseshowed
theoppositionhadbeen“absolutelyright” incall-
ingforhigherpublicspendingatthe2019election.

George Osborne, the chancellor who intro-
duced a period of prolonged austerity in the UK,
says Sunakwill find it harderwhenhehas to start
clawing it back. “I know Rishi and I know he’s
morethanuptotherole,”Osbornepreviouslytold
the FT. “He’s smart, engaging and unfazed by the
big responsibilities he faces. He also knows what
all chancellors know: spending the money is the
easiest bit of the job; raising it is thehardest.”

Officials in the Treasury speak reverentially
about their new boss, with some saying he is the
mostcapablechancellorsinceNigelLawsonmore
than30yearsago.Butthelearningcurvehasbeen
incredibly steep: Sunak has not even had time to
move into No 11 Downing Street from his south-
west Londonbase.NickMacpherson, permanent
secretary at the Treasury for over a decade until
2016, says: “He’s the sort of chancellor the Treas-

‘Hiseffectonhisassociationwasdramatic.
Theyhadintheirmindsthesortofperson
theywanted,thenthistotallydifferent
personwalkedin.TheydidatotalU-turn’
WilliamHague,formerTory leader

Onawalkabout inhisconstituency.
PostedtoFacebookAugust2019

Making ‘abrew’ofYorkshireTea ‘for theBudget
prepteam’.Postedto InstagramFebruary21

Facingpage:arrivingatNo10onFebruary13;
hewassubsequentlyappointedchancellor
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ury appreciates: decisive, on top of his brief and
prepared to standup toNo10.”

Macpherson argues that recent policies on
bankingandliquiditysupportwereplainlydrawn
up in the Treasury, aswas the veiled threat to the
self-employed that if they wanted state support
theywouldhavetostartpayingtaxeslikeemploy-
ees. Frances O’Grady agrees that Sunak already
looks like his own man. “It would be hard for
anyone to claim right now that hewas some kind
of malleable person, which was the suggestion
whenhe replacedSajid Javid,” she says.

N umber 10 under Johnson
and his consigliere Cum-
mings has, however, never
tolerated rival sources of
power,henceitsdecisionto
bring the Treasury under
itswing.SomeToriesclaim
Sunak’s self-assurance

and wholesome image is already causing some
members of the Johnson camp to look over their
shoulder.His Instagramaccount, including shots
of a focused, whippet-thin Sunak working from
home in a grey hoodie, suggests a politician with
a keen eye for an arresting image. But Johnson’s
allies insist the primeminister andhis teamhave
only the highest admiration for Sunak: “He’s a
great guy and incredibly talented,” says one aide
to theprimeminister.

While Sunak’s swift rise means he has had
little time to accumulate enemies, he has also not
had time to build up a support base. For now, he
is dependent on Johnson for his job and is sur-
rounded by advisers screened and appointed
by Cummings. “Who are his friends, his mob?”
asks one Toryminister. Other old hands wonder
whether he has the political street-fighting skills
to cope when the flak is flying, or the ruthless
streak to strikewhen the top job is in sight.

“The question is whether he has the appetite
andwillingness to take risks,” says oneConserva-
tiveinsider.“Ithasneverbeenapparenttomethat
hehasakiller instinct. Idon’tthinkhe’sapatsyfor
No10butIthinkthishascomeabitearlyforhim.”
Thechancellor’s alliesadmit thecoronavirusout-
break is a huge personal test for the chancellor:
“Rishiskeenlyawarethatthis isamajorcrisisand
moreexperiencedblokesthanhimhavebeenspat
out by thesekinds of events,” says one.

William Hague isn’t so sure that Sunak is not
ready. As the biographer of Pitt theYounger – the
Torystatesmanwhobecamechancellor in1782at
the age of 23 and primeminister at the age of 24
– Hague believes the coronavirus crisis could be
the furnace in which another great British politi-
cal career is forged. “If someone is suddenlygiven
great responsibilityandthenturnsout tobemore
than equal to the challenge, that immediately
overcomes thedisadvantages of getting to the top
too soon,” he says. “Rishi Sunak’s political poten-
tial ishuge.Heranksashighlyasanyone I’veseen
coming intopolitics.”

George Parker is the FT’s political editor,
Sebastian Payne is theWhitehall correspondent.
Additional reporting by JimPickard

‘Doeshehavetheappetitetotakerisks?
It’sneverbeenapparenttomethathehas
akiller instinct.He’snotapatsyforNo10
butI thinkthishascomeabitearlyforhim’
AConservative insider
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The ghosts
of Smolensk
Ten years on from the air crash in Russian woodland
that killed Poland’s president, the political and personal
scars remain. By James Shotter andHenry Foy.
Photographs byOksana Yushko andAdamPanczuk

The site of the crash in
woodland near Smolensk,
where the only remaining
evidence is a simple wooden
cross leaning against a
shorn-off tree trunk
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At first, Marcin Wierzchowski
didn’t realise anything was wrong.
WaitingwithotherPolishofficialson
a chilly airfield near Smolensk one
morning inApril 2010, he heard the
distinctive whoosh of the Tupolev
Tu-154 air force jet bringing Pres-
ident Lech Kaczynski and a host of
other state officials to the Russian
city.Then therewas silence.
TheTu-154nevercame intoview.

Instead, in thick fog, it crashed into
woodland short of the airfield, kill-
ing Kaczynski and all 95 others
on board. When Wierzchowski
reached the site minutes later,
all that remained was devasta-
tion. “Two people in white coats
jumped out of [an ambulance] and
ran into the forest. I ran after them.
And after around 100 metres I saw
the crash site. The wrecked plane,
scattered bodies. Total pulp,” he
recalls. “It was in a grove, not a

dense forest but sort of a thicket.
There were some bigger trees but
mostlybushes.
“I saw the scale of the trag-

edy. It was horrible. The plane was
split into shreds… I saw one bigger
engine and wheels upside down.”
Wierzchowski, a presidential
staffer,was required to identifyKac-
zynski’sbody.
Withinminutes, news of the trag-

edy had been relayed to Radoslaw
Sikorski, the foreign minister, at
his home near Bydgoszcz in north-
west Poland. “As always in such
cases, it wasn’t entirely clear at
first what happened,” he says. “But
then, literally fiveminutes later, the
ambassadorwhowaswaiting for the
delegation was on the spot among
the charred remains of the plane,
and seeing the bodies of victims. I
was connected to him, and I asked
him: could anybody have survived?

No.And theRussian controllers said
that the plane hit a tree. So I started
raisingalarms.”
The crash in Smolensk was

Poland’s worst national disaster
since the second world war. At a
stroke, the country lost its presi-
dent, the commanders of its ground,
sea, air and special forces, senior
priests, its central bank chief and
other dignitaries. For many Poles,
April 10 will forever be their 9/11: a
moment of deep shock andmourn-
ing that left an indelible imprint on
thenationalpsyche.
Ten years on, the disaster has

left other lasting scars. It hardened
bitter partisan divisions between
liberals and conservatives in Poland
that continue to shape the coun-
try’s politics. And it cast Russia, for
centuries Poland’s most danger-
ous and disruptive neighbour, as
Warsaw’s untrustworthy adversary

once more, scuppering a tentative
detente with Moscow and plunging
Polandback into a deep suspicion of
the Kremlin that has only strength-
ened in thedecade since thecrash.

As Wierzchowski stood amid the
wreckage of theTupolev, thewheels
of succession of the Polish state had
already started turning. Sikorski
called the speaker of Poland’s par-
liament Bronislaw Komorowski,
who, according to the constitution,
wouldhavetotakeonthepresident’s
duties.Komorowski jumped in a car
to race back to Warsaw. But when
oneofhisaidescalledAndrzejDuda,
Kaczynski’s top legal adviser, to say
that Komorowski would take over,
Duda initially refused toaccept it.
“I asked: ‘On what basis?’” says

Duda, who today is Poland’s pres-
ident. The answer came that it was
stipulated in the constitution. “I ▶
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◀askedthem:‘Doyouhaveevidence
that thepresident isdead?’Andthey
answered, ‘Wedonothaveevidence,
but it is obvious.’ And I said, ‘It is not
obvious. As long as there is no evi-
dence of the death of the president,
nothing is obviousat all.’”
That skirmishwas a harbinger of

the battles that would engulf Polish
politics formost of the next decade.
Even before the catastrophe, the
conservative-nationalist Law and
Justice (PiS) party founded by Lech
Kaczynski and his twin Jaroslaw,
and Civic Platform, the centre-
right party led byDonaldTusk (and
home to Sikorski andKomorowski)
were on opposite sides of a visceral
divide that had emerged during the
early years of Poland’s transition
todemocracy.
With Lech Kaczynski as presi-

dentandTuskasprimeminister, the
parties had spent the previous three
years sparring over everything from
Poland’s complicated communist
legacy to foreignpolicy.
After Smolensk, the divide

became all-consuming. Polish and

Russian investigations both con-
cluded that the crash was caused
by human error in bad flying con-
ditions. But Jaroslaw Kaczynski
and other PiS politicians never
accepted this explanation. After
PiS defeated Civic Platform in elec-
tions in 2015, it commissioned its
own report into the tragedy, which
claimedthatthecauseofthedisaster
had been an explosion and incor-
rect information from Russian air
traffic controllers. This in turn gave
rise to numerous conspiracy theo-
ries.Kaczynskihimself claimed that
Tusk was responsible “in a political
sense”. Smolensk became Poland’s
primarypolitical fault line.
“Polish politics became deadly

serious,” says Lukasz Lipinski, a
political commentator with Pol-
ityka, a liberal Polish magazine.
“Before Smolensk, politicians from
both sides of the political barri-
cadeswereopponents. Butnow they
became enemies, and enemies for
life and death… It was something
that was not possible to overcome
for thenextdecade.”

Even before the crash, Smolensk
was a city scarred by bloodshed. On
Russia’s western frontier, 350km
fromMoscow on the highway to the
capital, it has, with unnerving reg-
ularity, been the scene of some of
Europe’smostbrutalbattles.
In August 1812, 30,000 people

were killed there in a crucial clash
between Napoleon’s Grande Armée
and Russian soldiers, a bloody fight
for control of the city that was fea-
tured inLeoTolstoy’sWarandPeace.
More than 90 per cent of Smolensk
was destroyed during the second
world war. Captured in 1941 during
the Nazi advance into the Soviet
Union, it was retaken in 1943 amid
theRedArmy’s counter-offensive.
But in Poland, it has long been

associated with something even
darker: in 1940, in the forests of
Katyn, 20kmoutside the city, Soviet
secretpoliceshot22,000Polishoffic-
ers, clergy, lawyers and doctors in a
systematic attempt to destroy the
occupied country’s intelligentsia.
For five decades Moscow claimed
themassacrewasperpetratedbythe
Nazis, only admitting it was behind
thewarcrime in1990.
It was to finally commemorate

that tragedy, in a memorial event
with Russian politicians, that Kac-
zynski and dozens of the country’s
leaders made their own doomed
journey in April 2010 – a fact that
magnifiedthe forceofwhathadhap-
pened formanyPoles. “It had a very
strong symbolic impact,” says Igor
Janke, a Polish political commenta-
tor. “Seventy years after Katyn, the
leadersof thecountrywenttoRussia
and died unexpectedly. The shock
on both sides [of the political spec-
trum] forall Poleswasenormous.”
Today, a 6m-tall tree trunk,

almost a metre wide, with its top
sheared off, is the only remaining
visible evidence of the events of that
morning a decade ago. Tucked off a
dirt track on the edge of a patch of
unkempt, rubbish-strewn scrub-
land, it would go unnoticed were it
not for the simplewooden orthodox

Andrzej Duda, Poland’s president, photographed in the ‘White Room’ at
the Presidential Palace in Warsaw in front of a portrait of Lech Kaczynski

‘In this part of the
world,we are used
to a situationwhere
Moscow tends to put
the blame on the
peoplewhenever
a tragedy occurs’
Andrzej Duda
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Above: the wreckage of the
Tu-154 in the woodland
Left: mourners queue outside
Warsaw’s Royal Castle four days
after the crash to pay their
respects to Lech Kaczynski and
his wife Maria lying in state

cross leantagainst it.Atatteredplas-
tic white ribbon knotted around the
trunkflutters in thechillybreeze.

“Thetopsofallthesetreeswereall
broken off by the plane too,” recalls
Vladimir, a 43-year-old handy-
man and driver from Smolensk
who arrived at the site about an
hour after the crash. “I could touch
the tops of all of them,” he contin-
ues, gesturing across now regrown
bushes and trees with his hand to
imitate the swoopof theplane. “I am
still so surprised. The conditions
were crazy… any sane personwould
not attempt to fly through that fog,
wouldnotriskthe livesof the leader-
shipofPolandoranystate.”

Forafewbriefdays, it seemedasif
the disastermight unite rather than
dividePoland.Komorowski remem-
bers going to one of Warsaw’s main
squareswith hiswife, and a groupof
scouts spontaneously breaking into
song.Dudarecallshundredsof thou-
sands of people waiting to pay their
last respects to Kaczynski and his
wifeMaria, the queue snaking half a
kilometre fromWarsaw’s Presiden-
tialPalace to theRoyalCastle.

“I saw thousands of people in
the streets, all dressed in black, all
crying, all absolutely devastated.
Therewas silence, justpeoplecrying
and walking in the direction of the
Presidential Palace, because the
president was the most recognised
victim,” says Barbara Nowacka,
a leftwing politician and activist
whose mother, Izabela, a former
deputy prime minister, died in the
crash. “I think those days were the
days that everyone felt like they lost
someoneclose, ora relative.”

The tragedy also initially seemed
to strengthen a cautious detente
betweenPolandandRussia.The two
countries have a tortured history.
ImperialRussia, togetherwithPrus-
sia andAustria,wipedPolandoff the
map for 123 years after partitioning
it in 1795. Two decades after Poland
regained independence in 1918,
Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union
carved it up again at the start of the
second world war. Then Moscow
reduced it to a Soviet satellite for
fourdecadesduring thecoldwar.

But in the years before the Smol-
ensk disaster, Tusk’s government
had attempted a reset of ties with
Moscow. Trade restrictions were
eased, a commission to deal with
contested historical issues was
revived and Vladimir Putin, then
prime minister, even took part in
Poland’s commemoration of the
70th anniversary of the start of the
secondworldwar in2009.

This milder atmosphere contin-
ued in thedaysafter the crash.Putin
quickly flew to Smolensk, and ▶
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turned sour. And in Poland the
biggest fight was over the cause of
thecrash.

Both the Polish and the Russian
official investigations blamed
human errors in thick fog, which
led to the plane diverging from the
correct approach path, clipping a
tree with its left wing and, fatally
stricken, careering into the scrub-
land. In cockpit recordings obtained
by Polish media, the Tupolev’s
systems can be heard repeatedly
warning the pilots to pull up for the
final 25 seconds of the flight. Offi-
cials from PiS, however, dismiss
these reports as false and claim they
were influenced by the Kremlin. In
the years following the crash, fig-
ures on the Polish right put forward
a variety of theories for the cause of
the tragedy, ranging from artificial
fog to a thermobaric bomb. Some
hinted that Tusk’s government was
toblame;others thatMoscow’shand
lay behind the catastrophe. And
when,afterabriefperiodofco-oper-
ation with Poland, it became clear
Russia would not return the wreck-
age of the Tupolev, their suspicions
that the crash was no accident were
onlymagnified.
Duda says: “In this part of the

world, due to our historical expe-
riences with the Soviet Union and
later with Russia, we are used to a
situation where Moscow tends to
put the blame on the people when-
ever a tragedy occurs, rather than
on the authorities…We can say that
accusing thepilots for thisdisaster is
almost aproverbial [explanation].
“It is never the result of anattack,

it is never the result of a technical
defect, or an instrument that is
produced within a certain country,
it is always the fault of the pilots.
And actually the [dissemination
of the] information that it was the
fault of the pilots before any sort of
verification procedure took place,
before anykind of investigationwas
conducted, is really something that
is frightening.”
Over thenext fewyears, theclaim

that Smolensk was no accident
becameacoretenetofPiS’smessage.
One of the most visible manifesta-
tionswasmonthlycommemorations
that began to take place outside the
Presidential Palace on Krakowskie
Przedmiescie, an elegant boule-
vard running through the heart
of Warsaw. Initially spontaneous
expressions of grief, the gatherings
became increasingly political, with
Kaczynski’s speeches acting as a ral-
lying call to the party faithful – and
attractingnoisycounter-protests.
For many observers, these

monthly rituals played a key role

in keeping PiS’s supporters united
during the party’s years in the polit-
ical wilderness, andhelped pave the
way for its return to power in 2015,
when Duda beat Komorowski in
the presidential election, before PiS
ousted Civic Platform in a parlia-
mentaryvotefivemonths later.
Polityka’s Lipinski believes the

partybuilt“sortofareligion”around
Smolensk. “Theycreated something
that is more than politics, which is
rooted very deeply in the identity of
manypeople.Manypeoplevotedfor
them not because of the social pro-
grammes but because they identify
with thosewhodied inSmolensk.”
After PiS returned to power, it

launched its own investigation and
shut down thewebsitewith thefind-
ings of the investigations under
the previous government. Within
months it had decided to charge
five officials from the previous gov-
ernment with negligence in the
arrangements for thedoomedflight.
It also ordered the exhumationof

the bodies of all those who perished
in Smolensk in an effort to shed fur-
ther light on the disaster. Some of
the victims’ families welcomed the
moves as a chance to gain closure,
and were appalled when it emerged
that insomecoffins,bodyparts from
different corpses had been mixed
up. In one particularly shocking
case, body parts from seven other
people were found in the coffin of
Admiral Andrzej Karweta. “I have
huge bitterness towards the [pre-
vious] government, which did not
look out for the safety of someone
whowas taking care of their safety,”
his widow Maria said in an emo-
tionalpress conference in2017.
Despite the horror, the exhuma-

tions did not conclusively prove the
plane had been brought down by

Jaroslaw Kaczynski speaks to PiS
supporters after last October’s
parliamentary election in which
the party retained its majority

Polish presidential staffer Marcin Wierzchowski, who was required
to identify the body of Lech Kaczynski after the crash

◀ photographs of him consoling
Tusk were praised by political fig-
ures who hitherto had viewed the
Russian leader as lacking warmth
and affection. “We did not expect
this gentle, kind approach, this per-
sonal involvement from Putin,”
Witold Waszczykowski, deputy
head of Poland’s National Security
Bureau, said at the time. “Naturally
it will have a positive impact on the
relationshipbetweenourcountries.”
Russia declared an official day of

mourning, a decision typically only
taken for the death of its own citi-
zens, and Katyn, a 2007 Polish film
about the massacre, was screened
on Russia’s main television chan-
nel at prime time. Months later,
Russia’s parliament passed a water-
shedresolutionthatadmittedSoviet
leader Joseph Stalin had personally
approved theexecutions.
“We can sense Russian solidar-

ity at every step of the way,” Jerzy
Bahr, then Poland’s ambassador
in Moscow, said in the days after
the accident. But the goodwill soon

‘I ran into the forest.
And after around
100metres I saw
the crash site.
Thewrecked plane,
scattered bodies.
Total pulp’
MarcinWierzchowski
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While animosity towardsMoscow
has endured, the political heirs
of Lech Kaczynski have in recent
years soughtfinally tomoveon from
the tragedy. In April 2018, Jaro-
slaw Kaczynski called time on the
monthly gatherings. The event that
April was the 96th, meaning that
there had been one for each of the
victims. And Kaczynski’s govern-
menthadfinallywona long-running
battle over their desire to build a
monument to the crash’s victims in
thecentreofWarsaw.

“The life of the topic ended,” says
Nowacka, the leftwing politician.
“You cannot [extract] passionate
emotions from a topic, constantly
for 10 years. And [PiS] realised
that… it’s easier to be a responsible
partythatdistributes500+[agener-
ous child benefit programme] than
a party based on the emotion of a
planecrash.”

Asthe10thanniversaryofthedis-
aster looms, however, the ghosts of
Smolensk still linger. The remains
of the plane lie in a hangar behind
a grey, barbed wire-topped wall not
far from the memorial site, as they
have for almost a decade. The long-
promised final report into the crash
by Antoni Macierewicz, a close ally
of JaroslawKaczynski, is stillunpub-
lished. And before the coronavirus
outbreak closed borders across the
world, a group of relatives of the
victims had once again been due to
maketheirwayto theRussiancity to
pay tribute to thosewhodied.

Nowacka, however, had already
decided that shewouldnot be going.
“I thinkmyplace is here inWarsaw,
because my mother is here,” she
says, before adding: “And I don’t
want tohaveSmolenskaspart of the
political campaign again. I believe
this is a memory that belongs to
everyoneofus, andnot toonepoliti-
cal grouporanother.”

James Shotter is the FT’s central
Europe correspondent.Henry Foy is
FTMoscowbureau chief. Additional
reporting byAgataMajos

an explosion. And other families
fiercelyobjectedtohavingtheirloved
ones’ gravesdisturbed.Amongthem
was Malgorzata Rybicka, whose
husband Arkadiusz, a conservative
MPwho had been a pro-democracy
activist during Poland’s time under
communism, perished on the flight.
Together with 15 other families,
she protested against the exhuma-
tions.Afterhercomplaints inPoland
fell on deaf ears, together with Ewa
Solska, the widow of Leszek Solski,
who also died in Smolensk, she took
the case to the European Court of
Human Rights and won – but it was
too late. Rybicka’s husband was
exhumed in May 2018, one of the
final graves tobe reopened.

“The time before it was awful,
because it was mourning forced on
us,” she says. “It was really a vio-
lation of the family’s will. I had the
impression that, no matter what
they say, the whole brutality of this
governmentcameout.That theyare
ready for everything. One can beg,
ask… I mentioned my husband’s
merits,myreligiousworldview,eve-
rything. It broughtnoresults at all.”

In response to the ECHR ruling,
Poland’s justice minister Zbigniew
Ziobro maintained the exhuma-
tions were necessary because no
autopsieswere carried outwhen the
bodieswerebroughtback toPoland.

The detente in Polish-Russian
relations proved no more durable
than the fleeting moment of Polish
unity.ForKomorowski,whodidtake
over as president, the turning point
came a few months after the crash,
when the Russian report sought to
put theblamesquarelyon thePoles.

“Thisreportwasdifficulttoaccept
for the Polish side because it com-
pletely ignored the problem of the

Barbara Nowacka, a leftwing politician and activist, whose mother
Izabela, a former deputy prime minister, died in the crash

Donald Tusk, then Polish prime
minister, greets his Russian
counterpart, Vladimir Putin,
at the crash site in April 2010

shared responsibility of the Russian
side,” he says.“TheRussianswanted
to close the case on the responsibil-
ity of the Polish pilots, wanted to
omit issues related to thepoorprep-
aration of their own services, the
malfunctioningof theairport,which
wouldcompromise…them.”

Relations between Russia and
the EU’s most important eastern
member state deteriorated further,
as it becameclear thatRussiahadno
intention of returning thewreckage
of the Tu-154 – provoking accusa-
tions that itwasplayingpoliticswith
its neighbour’s national tragedy.
“TheRussians…aren’t giving it back
because it’s agreat tool to irritate the
Poles and to provoke political con-
flict inPoland,” claimsKomorowski.

When Russia annexed Crimea
from Ukraine in 2014, the door to
rapprochement, which Tusk’s gov-
ernment had been inching open
before Smolensk, finally slammed
shut. Poland was one of the fore-
most advocates of tough sanctions
by the international community on

Moscow. Moscow’s counter-sanc-
tions hit Polish farmers hard. At the
80th anniversary of the start of the
secondworldwar last year, the con-
trast with the 70th could not have
been starker. Unlike in 2009, Putin
wasnot invited, and in the following
months he launched repeated jibes
at Poland, falsely claiming that the
country was partly responsible for
theoutbreakof theconflict.

A decade on, Sikorski believes
thatRussiaandPoland’sinterestsare
now so opposed that all that can be
done is tominimise clashes. “Russia
wants to get the US out of Europe;
wewant to keep them.Russiawants
the EU to disintegrate; we want it
to flourish. Russia wants Ukraine
to be disorganised and corrupt and
integrated into their multinational
scheme; we want it to be Euro-
pean,” he says. “The relationship
withRussiaconsists inmanaging the
differences and finding some mar-
ginal areas of collaboration.” (The
Russian government declined to
comment for this article.)

‘I don’twant to
have Smolensk as
part of the political
campaign again.
This is amemory
that belongs to every
one of us, not to any
political group’
BarbaraNowacka
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A discordant note rumbled in the
backgroundwhen I visited Jonathan
Sackslastmonthathishomeinnorth
London to discuss his love ofmusic.
It was not the traffic. At the time of
ourmeeting, alarm about coronavi-

rus had begun to grow in the UK but it had not yet
reached the shrill pitch of preoccupation that has
nowdrivenall other thoughts frompeople’sminds.

“This is the moment of all moments for faith
communities,” the formerchief rabbiof theUnited
Hebrew Congregations of the British Common-
wealth tells me over the telephone two weeks
aftermy trip to his house. “People are really acting
like angels, I’ve never seen anything like it. In his
book American Grace, Harvard sociology profes-
sor Robert Putnam documents the extraordinary
power of faith communities to generate social cap-
ital. That is people reaching out to one another to
help.Weareseeing that rightnow.Faithcommuni-
ties are being judged not by what they believe but
what theydo.”

Like billions of others around the world, Rabbi
Sacks is in lockdown, confined to the house he

Through good times and bad, the UK’s former chief rabbi has found solace in his lifelong
passion for music. He talks to Ludovic Hunter-Tilney about his favourite pieces, taking
a synagogue choir to Israel in the aftermath of a suicide bombing and why right now is the
‘moment of all moments’ for communities of faith. Photographs by Eleonora Agostini

Out of Office
Jonathan Sacks

‘Wecan’tdo this
onourown, so
let’sdo it together’

26

shares with his wife Elaine. “For me, the Book
of Psalms as a whole speaks to this particular
moment,”he says, beforequotingPsalm23,which
is recited over a dead body before burial in Juda-
ism:ThoughIwalk throughthevalleyof the shadowof
death, yetwill I fear no evil, for you arewithme.

“That’s the most important line for me in the
BookofPsalms,”heexplains.“Itresonatesthrough
Jewish history and it resonates with me person-
ally. The ancientGreekphilosopher Plotinus,who
wasn’t Jewish of course, is good on this. He called
faith ‘the flight of the alone to theAlone’.”

Music is capable of similar moments of uplift.
That was the reason for my visit a fortnight pre-
viously to Sacks’s home. It is a passion of his,
inculcatedbytripstoclassicalconcertsattheRoyal
Albert Hall with his father in the 1960s. “I’m not
remotely professional. I can’t read music and I
can’t playmusic. I love it with a completely untu-
tored joy,” he toldmeaswe sat in his living room.

Let’s rewind back to that vanished world of
face-to-facecontact.Thesceneisaneatlycarpeted
room lined with books and pictures, in a house
off a busy road. Rabbi Sacks, who is 72, lives in ▶
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‘I can’t readmusic
and I can’t play
music. I love it
with a completely
untutored joy’

Out of Office
Jonathan Sacks

◀GoldersGreen,acentreofLondon’smiddle-class
Jewish community. Nearby is Hampstead Heath,
where, insummer,Sacks’swifeElainepursuesher
own passion, swimming. “What music is for me,
the Hampstead pond is for her,” he says.

Sacks wears a dark blue suit, white shirt and
yellow tie. His bespectacled face is framed by
tidily trimmed grey hair and a beard. There
is a skullcap on the crown of his head. A paint-
ing of musicians and dancers hangs on one wall,
adjacent to another covered in floor-to-ceiling
bookshelves. On a table are framed photographs
of him with the Queen, Prince Charles, the Dalai
Lama and other dignitaries.

Sacks was chief rabbi between 1991 and
2013. Under him, the role gained new prom-
inence. The British Jewish population is only
260,000, but that makes it the fifth largest in the
world. Sacks was determined to place its voice
at the centre of national life. “I wanted to try to
move Anglo-Jewry from a community that was
immensely proud of its past to one that was
actively building its future,” he explains.

Since retiring as chief rabbi, he has remained
busy on the public stage. He is a member of
the House of Lords, having been made Baron
Sacks of Aldgate in the City of London in 2009.
His steady tones, the acme of reasonableness, are
often heard on the radio and television. His new
book Morality follows a Radio 4 series that he
presented on the subject. In it, he argues that
social cohesion depends on people sharing the
same morality, but that in the west these bonds
have been weakened by individualism. Three
separate developments are identified. The first is
the advent of the permissive society in the 1960s.
The second is the entrenchment of free-market
ideology in the 1980s. The third is the spread of
identity politics and Big Tech in the 2010s.

Running through its pages is a belief that
morality is not exclusively religious, but rather
the product of co-operation and mutual respect.
“This is not an evangelising book,” he explains.
“It doesn’t say, let’s move back to God, let’s
move back to the Bible. We are in difficult ter-
ritory, economically, politically and socially.
Wecan’t do this onourown, so let’s do it together.
Let’s resolvewhatprincipleswill takeus forwards
such that we can work for the common good.”

The book draws on his pre-rabbinical
background studying and teaching philosophy
at Cambridge University. His PhD supervisor
was the philosopher Bernard Williams, an
atheist from whom he learnt the importance
of “openness to otherness”. Sacks was the first
person in his family to go to university. His father
Louis came to Britain from Poland as a child in
the 1920s and left school at 14 in order to work
sellingcloth inLondon’sEastEnd, thenacentreof
working-class Jewish life. Sacks’s mother Louisa
was the daughter of Lithuanian wine merchants
with a shop called Frumkin’s, which functioned
as an informal community centre for new Jewish
immigrants to the East End.

“Music was my connection with my father,”
Sacks says. Louis was an amateur violinist (“Not

a very good one”) who adored Mahler. “He
really wanted to lift me up from this nonstop
stream of The Beatles and 1960s stuff,” Sacks
says. Their joint trips to see concerts at the Royal
Albert Hall had a deeper emotional purpose
too. They helped the teenage Sacks to establish
common ground with a parent who possessed a
difficult, even oppressive, personality.

“He was judgmental to the nth degree,” Sacks
recalls. “To be honest with you, it was difficult
to live with a judgmental person. Very, very few
peoplemet his standards.”

The first concert they went to was an extrav-
agant staging of Tchaikovsky’s 1812 Overture,
complete with cannon and mortar effects. “It got
to me. Once that started, the rest was simple.
From Tchaikovsky we got to Shostakovich,
then to Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring, The Fire-
bird and Petrushka. I loved that journey of the
soul.Andeventuallywegot to thequartetsofBee-
thoven, which to me are the ultimate spirituality
in music. I had to wrestle with them, just to climb
that mountain.”

He did not learn music at home, where he
was the oldest of four brothers. “There were cer-
tain things they never taught us,” he says of his
parents. “They spokeYiddish but did not teach us
a single word of it, because they wanted us to be
proper Englishmen.”

Sacks was in his first year at Cambridge
when The Beatles released Sgt Pep-
per’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967.
“Totally stunning. That was the music
at Cambridge for me, that and Bee-
thoven’squartets.”HemetElainewhile

studyingthere.Unlikehisfather,shewasnon-judg-
mental, “infinitelypatient”. For their engagement,
Sacks was given a state-of-the-art stereo by her
father. “I immediately played the A minor Bee-
thoven quartet, the opus 132. I have rarely been
closer toheaven than that.”

Music is crucial to Judaism. “Any sacred text is
never read, it is sung,” Sacks explains. Despite its
spiritual significance, however, the focus on voice
has acted as a brake on the artistic scope of Jewish
religiousmusic.

“The Christian tradition of music, whether
orchestral or choral, is wholly magnificent and
there isnoequivalent in Judaism.Partlybecauseof
our lackof orchestrationandpartlybecauseof our
individualism,” Sacks sayswitha smile.He laughs.
“Getting Jews to sing in tune! Quite difficult, actu-
ally. It did happen once, the ‘Song of the Sea’ in
Exodus 15. We remember that because we recite it
every single day. But it’s rare.”

Orchestral music used to feature in Judaism.
Butthetraditionwasabandonedafter theRomans
destroyed the Second Temple in Jerusalem in
70CE. Afterwards, non-sung music was banned.
A similar prohibition of musical instruments can
be observed in certain strands of Protestantism
and Islam. Is there something in the very nature
of music that inspires religious distrust?

“It’s not distrust at all,” Sacks says adamantly,
fixing me with a stare. “There’s no distrust, none,
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Gustav Mahler, Das Lied von der Erde,
Tel Aviv (Spring 1967).
This was the only bonding trip I ever did with
my father. I had just started university. He had
left school at the age of 14. To avoid us growing
apart, he showed me what he loved: Israel and
Mahler. The music remains my memory of him.

Simon and Garfunkel, America (1968).
That was the year when it all happened. I went
to America and met Rabbi Menachem Mendel
Schneerson, who changed my life. In Cambridge
I met Elaine, fell in love and proposed just before
midnight on New Year’s Eve. I associate these
memories and more with this haunting song.

Beethoven, Song of Thanksgiving to the Deity
from a convalescent in the Lydian mode,
third movement of the op. 132 Quartet.
This is for me the musical equivalent of Psalm 30,
a song of recovery and redemption. This is
music as pure spirituality. When Beethoven
wrote this, he was in heaven with the angels.

zero.Thiswasgrief.Wewillnotallowourselvestobe
happywhile theTemple is in ruins.ThePsalmsare
clearlysettoorchestralmusic.No,itwasthiswayof
sayingwewillneverbecompletelyhappyuntil this
world, ourworld,hasbeenrebuilt. Itwasa terrible
loss. We lost that entire orchestral tradition until
basically the 19th century when Jews assimilated
enoughtomoveintothemusicalmainstream.”

In 2002, Sacks took several cantors and a syn-
agogue choir to the Israeli coastal city of Netanya,
where a suicide bomber sent by the militant Pal-
estinian group Hamas had killed 30 people and
injured 140at aPassover feast in ahotel. “Wewere
sittinginEnglandthinking,whatcanwedotohelp?
In theend,wedecidedto takemusic tocomfort the
injured, the bereaved.We had somebodywhowas
inacomaforsevendayscomingoutof itaswewere
singing. So that’s a very Jewish way in which we
tookmusic and tried touse it forhealing.”

He encounters an unhealable pain in one com-
poser. “I am completely non-prescriptive with
this,” Sacks says, “but I refuse to listen toWagner.
Absolutely and totally. His ‘Judaism in Music’
essay,publishedin1850,wasoneoftheclassictexts
of anti-Semitism. Had hemerely reflected a view,
Iwouldhaveforgivenhimbuthedidn’t,hecreated
a mood. So I refuse to listen to him. Even though
mylate fatherofblessedmemory,whohadexactly
the same attitude toWagner as I did, nonetheless
said to me that the ‘Siegfried Idyll’ is one of the
most beautiful pieces ofmusic everwritten.”

Sacks’ outlook – in music as in religion and
politics – is essentially conciliatory. Despite his
father’s campaign to wean him off the Beatles,
he still likes pop music, even to the extent
of admitting to an admiration for Eminem.
“Look, hehasdescended into all sorts of violence,
misogyny and homophobia, but open yourself to
this guy as though he’s sitting there with you and
then he gets to you,” he says.

His desire to find common ground has faced
tests. In 2002, he published his book The Dignity
of Difference, in which he called for religious
toleration in the aftermath of 9/11 and argued
that “no one creed has a monopoly on spiritual
truth”. The controversy that it caused among
conservative Orthodox Jews was compounded
by an interview with the Guardian newspaper in
which Sacks was quoted critiquing Israeli policies
towardsPalestinians.Helaterclaimedtohavebeen
misquoted, but the article led to an editorial in the
JerusalemPost demanding his resignation. He has
described it as a period of “black despair” during
his chief rabbinate.

“At the real moments of pain, I listened to
Schubert’s string quintet,” he remembers. “I just
felt that it framed the concept that art is turning
pain into beauty. Which Schubert does in a pro-
found way, I can’t think of anyone who does it
better. Leaning intoSchubert at that time tookme
throughthevalleyof the shadowandout theother
side,” he says, again invoking Psalm 23 – a beacon
for the present time of crisis too.

“Morality” (Hodder&Stoughton) is available now.
LudovicHunter-Tilney is theFT’s pop critic

Musical
moments
in his
own words
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Photinus pyralis fireflies, commonly known as big dippers, rise out of a field, as Photuris fireflies flash behind them in the forest
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Samuel James captures the
beautiful ephemerality of fireflies in
a series of photographs taken in the
Appalachianmountains. He speaks
withGriseldaMurray Brown about
why thisworld is nowvanishing
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From top: male Photinus carolinus fireflies synchronise their flashes in
a pattern to attract prospective mates; individual fireflies flash just after
dusk; later in the night, as competition to impress increases, thousands
of the male fireflies flash in unison
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Photuris tremulans fireflies, known as Christmas lights, produce quick, single flashes

‘The distinctive bioluminescence of the firefly is a courtship
display and a means of communication; once they have found
a mate and ensured the survival of the next generation, they die’
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Photuris fireflies flash in a sycamore tree; they can produce a bewildering diversity of flashes, even mimicking other species
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Ayear ago, thephotographer Samuel James
moved fromNewYork to a cabin in the foothills
of the Appalachianmountains in southern
Ohio. He arrived inMay, at the beginning of
firefly season. He had grown up in the area and
remembers seeing the insects “like flashlights in
the dark”. Now theywere back. “It was clear that
therewas something special going on all around
me,” he recalls on the phone.
Fireflies spend just a few brief weeks as adults.

Their life cycle varies from species to species,
but often they live underground or underwater as
larvae for one to two years before transforming,
momentarily, into insects. Their distinctive
bioluminescence is a courtship display and a
means of communication; once they have found
amate and ensured the survival of the next
generation, they die.
James took these pictures in the Edge of

Appalachia Preserve System, a 20,000-acre area
co-owned by the CincinnatiMuseumCenter and
theNature Conservancy, and a site of exceptional
biodiversity. That summer, he sawmany different
firefly species in little pockets of woodland and
prairie. “Even peoplewho live in the area don’t
know about all of this,” he says. “You have to go
quite far off the beaten path.”
Each night, hewent out with his equipment,

chose a spot to set up andwaited. “Patience is
really important,” he says. “It’s very slow.” James
experimentedwith shorter and longer exposures.
With the former, he could capture individual
flashes: “Each little insect telling its own story.”
Longer exposures, especially late at night, created
almost abstract compositions inwhich the
fireflies register as swooping lines and swirls.

I ask James about the challenges of working
like this. “You’re doing a lot ofmaths,” he says.
The “deep blue” of twilight, for example, lasts for
roughly 10minutes a day, so if hewanted to
capture that precise colour and also to shoot the
fireflies over a long exposure, he had to choose
exactly the right 10minutes inwhich to take
his picture. “You’re gathering light with time,”
he says, “that’s what photography is.”
There’s a poignancy to these images, for they

depict a vanishing world. A recent study
published in the BioScience journal fromOxford
University Press concluded that fireflies are
disappearing because of increased light pollution
and degraded soil quality due to pesticide use.
People in rural southern Ohio talk about there
being fewer fireflies nowadays, James tells me.
He is interested in fragility and ephemerality.

But his work also captures what feel like
moments of hope, or transcendence. The idea
of illuminated darkness runs throughout; his
photographs of the Niger Delta show gas fires
and flares lighting up the night sky.
James also, somewhat surprisingly, created a

series of photographs of Leicester City Football
Club in 2015-16, the season they became the
unlikely champions of the English Premier
League. Thatmust have been very different,
I say. “Yes,” he agrees, but less so than you’d
think. Both are about “choosing where to
place yourself. It’s about picking a spot where
somethingmiraculousmight happen.”

Samuel James is a photographer based in southern
Ohio.His book on fireflies, “Into theNightAirs”, will
be published by Fw:Books in the autumn

Photuris fireflies produce a distinctive low, slow glowing flash along a creek
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R
hubarb crumble was the first thing
I baked after I had a “coming out”
of sorts to my mother. I am the
youngest of four daughters born
into a traditional Punjabi clan.
As girls we were raised on a diet of
strict rules, unleavened submission
and XX-chromosome limitations.

Having older sisters and female cousins, I had
witnessed many formal arranged meetings with
suitable boys – awkward, drawn-out affairs in
which the young man, his mother and several
extended relations came to peer at the girl and her
family. The girls would dress up in Indian finery,
prepare and pour tea and speak only when spoken
to. When called upon, they disappeared into a side
room for a brief encounter with the suitors and
emerged bashful, tearful and newly engaged.

I was the kind of daughter that wasn’t
supposed to exist: one eager to hurl herself into
the path of peril and unruly rebellion. I confessed
to my mother that I had become engaged to a
man who was charming, kind, highly educated,
successful and – to her alarm – of a different
religious persuasion. The illicit relationship
hung over my mother like a rain cloud and sent
a ripple of shock waves across my immediate
conservative family. I got home and shuddered,
preparing for the certainty of being embroiled

Didyou think I’d crumble?

Ravinder Bhogal is chef-patron of Jikoni;
jikonilondon.com
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in an epic family saga. I stepped into the quiet
luxury of my kitchen and preheated the oven.

There was a swathe of rhubarb swaddled like
a newborn in pink newspaper on the countertop.
Harold, my elderly neighbour, told me it ran
wild in his allotment, and he regularly left me
gifts of it on my stoop. I pickled it, roasted it with
lamb and made pavlovas crowned with it, but
in that anxious moment I needed the sweetness
and comfort of something familiar that would
transport me to a safer place in just a few bites.

Rhubarb stands out. It is elusive, complex and
defiant – a vegetable masquerading as a fruit that
refuses to be sweet or compliant. I ran my hand
along a stalk of it – celery dressed up in a hot-pink
silk sari, feverishly scarlet in early spring when
everything else was so muted and bleak. I sliced
it and mixed it with the jewels of a pomegranate
and some pink peppercorns – the dish blazed
fuchsia. “Pink is for girls,” I could almost hear my
mother saying in a sing-song voice. The crumble
was a success – a perfect symphony of sweet and
sour. I packed up a small dish of it to give to her.
The topping was crisp, nutty and toasty and the
rhubarb beneath was tangy and tender, firm
enough to give her something to chew over.
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Rhubarb,pinkpeppercornand
pomegranatecrumble
Serves six

• 750g rhubarb, cut into
1cm chunks
• 80g honey
• 50g brown sugar
• 150g golden
caster sugar
• Juice and zest of
three oranges
• 3 tbs of roughly crushed
pink peppercorns
• Arils from one
pomegranate

For the crumble
• 150g plain flour
• 150g brown sugar
• 150g cold butter
• 150g ground almonds
• 75g rolled oats

1—Preheat the oven
to 200C/gas mark 6.
Place the rhubarb, honey,
sugars, orange juice, zest
and peppercorns in a
saucepan over a medium
heat and simmer for about
10 minutes or until tender.
Stir in the pomegranate
arils and pour into a
baking dish.

2— For the crumble,
rub together the flour,
sugar and butter with
your fingertips until you
have a rough crumble
texture. Fold in the
ground almonds, rolled
oats and a pinch of salt.
Then gently rub again
for a few seconds.

3—Scatter the crumble
over the rhubarb mix and
bake for 20–25minutes
until golden and bubbling.
Serve with custard or
a scoop of vanilla
ice cream.

Photographs by Joakim Blockstrom
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I
have very rapidly come to the conclusion that
an obsessive food nerd has one important
advantage in a crisis. It’s not that you have
secret reserves in your cupboards – no
foodie worthy of the title would panic buy or
stockpile – or that you know arcane recipes
for fermentation that can turn old tennis
shoes into a palatable jam. No, it’s the way

you can wander into a half-empty grocery
store and find in the shelves a challenge to be
savoured, that you can feel genuine excitement
about the oddest of ingredients.

So when, on the last night before the lockdown,
I found one tired, plastic-packed steak and a
carton of whipping cream in the corner shop, my
interest was piqued; and when I spotted a lonely
tin of mushrooms, my heart soared.

Paris has always been famous for its
mushrooms. The city is largely built from stone
quarried from beneath its own streets, leaving
a huge network of underground caverns and
tunnels. It is said that the first mushrooms grew
down there in the manure of the quarrymen’s
horses – a nice origin myth. The myth continues
that it was Louis XIV whose particular
predilection for mushrooms encouraged the
industry to grow. (Why is it always Louis XIV
in these stories?) Whatever the historical
truth, Champignons de Paris became a kind of

BunkerFood
TimHayward

prototypical luxury brand and when canning,
another French innovation, became widespread,
it was a simple matter to pack the mushrooms
into tins and export them all over the world.

Steak Diane is a little piece of dining history,
one of the dishes that used to be prepared at
the tableside in restaurants and hotels. There’s
something wonderfully, cheesily old-fashioned
about it, something simultaneously ironic and
romantic that might just make it perfect for a
fully isolated date night.

What also makes steak Diane my bunker
choice is that it only has a sketchy recipe, so
substitutions are possible and, as a “tableside”
dish, you can make it on a camping stove if the
lights go out. Cooking it also teaches a vital
survival skill – the “deglaze” sauce. Cook your
main protein in a hot pan, lift the crusty deposits
off the pan base with alcohol – this is deglazing
– then reduce the liquid with cream or butter.
Deglazing produces the fastest, easiest and,
usually, the best sauce for any meat or fish.

As any waiter will tell you, the one thing that’s
going to guarantee you the big tips is a proper
tableside show – and that requires preparation.
Start with a steak. A restaurant would usually use
a sirloin because it’s boneless, easy to cut and has
a decent mark-up. You could use any cut you’d
usually pan fry… Yea! Even unto pork or lamb

‘SteakDiane is simultaneously
ironic and romantic – perfect for
a fully isolated date night’



chops. Season vigorously with salt and pepper a
good hour or two before you plan to cook (this is
always a good idea with meat anyway). Now get
yourself a small tray so you can get your culinary
ducks in a row – what a chef callsmise en place.

You’ll need about a tablespoon of finely
minced onions or shallots. You could use the
white parts of spring onions if that’s the card
the greengrocery gods have dealt you this week.
Once, when I was very, very drunk, I even pulled
this off with a carefully rinsed pickled onion from
a jar. See, I told you this was flexible.

You’ll also need a good tablespoon of butter,
salted, unsalted – I don’t think we’re in a position
to be fussy here – a teaspoon of whatever mustard
you can lay hands on and that can of mushrooms,
drained and sliced.

Put all of these ready on the tray along with
a bottle of Worcestershire sauce, a small jug of
cream and whatever you can find that passes for
brandy. (I found a plastic mini bottle next to the
canned mushrooms in the corner shop. It looks
just about distinguished enough to neck on a park
bench while arguing with a pigeon and, according
to its misspelt label, was bottled in Uxbridge.)

Sear the steak in a dry, hot pan. Once it begins
to take colour, drop in the butter, which should
melt quickly enabling you to use a spoon to
anoint the steak repeatedly. This technique is

called arroser. Like everything about a good
tableside Diane, it’s as flashy as all hell… and also
so simple that it can be done on a wheeled cart by
a hassled waiter.

As soon as your steak is medium rare (there
are dozens of techniques for judging this… I don’t
use any of them, just a probe thermometer to
read 56.6C), take it out of the pan and place it to
rest on a warm plate. Add more butter to the pan
if you wish, then add the chopped shallots and fry
them until they’re clear. Now add the mushrooms
and heat them through. Stir in the mustard and
a shot of Worcestershire sauce and allow to come
back up to a simmer.

Now for the flash of brilliance that will impress
your date, assure you a fat tip, scorch your
eyebrows off or possibly just trigger the smoke
alarm: pour in a slug of the brandy, wait till it
bubbles, then carefully set light to it.

As soon as your accelerant is exhausted, add
any juices that have escaped your resting meat
and some cream, and let everything bubble while
stirring with a spoon. Finally, pour the sauce
over your steak and serve with spinach, noodles,
rice, oven chips or a handful of pork scratchings –
and candlelight.

Next week: writer Wendell Steavenson.
More columns at ft.com/food-drink
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Auctioneers such as Hart
Davis Hart, Christie’s,
Sotheby’s and Zachys all
specialise in wine with the
most desirable pedigrees
and, one hopes, they
are pretty demanding
in their inquiries about
exactly where the wine
has come from and
how it was stored.

For smaller quantities
or rather less grand
names, WineBid.com and

Vinfolio.com are both
worth approaching.

In New York, several
restaurants have made
their wine reputations
thanks to private wine
collections, either
consigned or sold
outright. Similarly, some
merchants, such as
Italian Wine Merchants or
Chambers Street Wines,
have bought whole cellars
from individual collectors.

There are also specialist
cellar management
consultants such as Chai
Consulting and Grand
CruWine Consulting.
Search online for “wine
cellar management”.

Wine collections have
a habit of getting out
of hand, as I outlined
last week. In the old

days, thosewhowanted to sell
surplus wine had little choice.
It prettymuch had to be via an
auction run by either Sotheby’s
or Christie’s, first in London and
then internationally. Bonhams and
Phillips joined them in theUKby
openingwine departments. There
are now auctioneers in theUS
(see below) and severalmainland
European auction houses that
specialise in sellingwine.
But today there aremultiple

other ways of selling it, not least
because Christie’s and Sotheby’s
charge buyers a commission of
more than 20 per cent, in addition
to a vendors’ commission of about
10 per cent. The auction houses
have been suffering as a result.
In theUK,which has probably
regained its position as theworld’s
finewine trading capital now that
sales inHongKong are no longer
boosted by booming demand in
mainland China, themost popular
way for private individuals to sell
their wine collections is through
the outfits they bought them from.
Back in the early 1980s,

La Réserve (sincemorphed into
Jeroboams) became the first
Londonwinemerchant to offer to
sell wine on behalf of its customers,
taking the standard 10 per cent
commission. If customers of the
big traditionalmerchants wanted
to sell somewine back then, the
likes of Berry Bros &Rudd, Corney
&Barrow and Justerini & Brooks
would sell it through one of the
auction houses and take a 3 per
cent commission on the sale.
But as the number of people

investing in finewine grew, the
traditionalmerchants realised
they couldmakemoney providing
amarketplace for their clients.
In 1992, Corney&Barrowwas
the first to launch a fully-fledged
broking service, offering to sell
their customers’ reserves to other

customers, wherever in theworld
theymight be. This has been so
successful that it has won two
Queen’s Awards for Enterprise.
Corney&Barrowhas since

been followed into this lucrative
business by its peers. Justerinis
claims to have 1,650 unique
customers amonth trading in
its Just Broking division, while
Berrys lays claim to 1,100 amonth
on its trading platformBBX.
Someonewho aims towipe the

floorwith these services is Gary
Boomof BIWines. His in-house
software developers have been
building a BI LiveTrade platform.
Boom claims it is the only one
that offers a firm cash-buying
price as well as a selling price for

what he considers the 550most
“desirable”wines in theworld.
The platform also provides

historic pricing data, critic reviews,
scores and so on. Boom is so
convinced this is the “Uber of fine
wine trading” that he has invested
£5m in building the platform.
Vendors of these popularly traded
wines receive all of the advertised
buying price, pay no commission
and are promised “instant trading
and execution and fast payment”.
Boom says the number of wines
featuredwill increase and offers
standard broking at 10 per
cent commission for those not
included in hismagical 550.
BI’s great rival as finewine

traders, Farr Vintners, also depends
heavily on trading its customers’
reserves. The £400mworth of
customers’ wine stored in Farr’s
bondedwarehouse provides about
30 per cent of all wine sold by Farr,
again on 10 per cent commission.
When friends in theUKask about

selling their own collections,▶

What they do in the US

‘Themost popularway for
individuals to sell collections
is through the outfit they
bought them from’

As imagined by Leon Edler

Howto join thewine sellers

JancisRobinson
Investing inwine
Part 2
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◀ I generally recommend small
winemerchants that specialise in
personally valuing and collecting
wines fromprivate homes. Several
friends have beenhappywith the
services of David Boobyer of Reid
Wines (reidwines@aol.com)near
Bristol. He took over the business
from the late Bill Baker, one of
the country’smost enthusiastic
winemerchants andbons viveurs,
but has no online presence.
I also recommend FourWalls

Wine near Chichester, where Barry
Phillips has been in business long
enough to knowwhere the good
bottles are buried. As Stephen
Browett of Farr Vintners observed
tome about locating top quality
stock: “Anymerchant who knew
rich people buying finewine 30 to
40 years ago is in a good position.”
But for thosewhowould prefer to

take their chances in the saleroom,
many local auctioneers are
prepared to sell odd bottles of the
sort ofwine not grand enough for
the big auctionhouses (which prefer
to sell unopened originalwooden
cases, “owc” in sales catalogues).
Christie’s used to hold lively sales
of these lesserwines but now
sends suchbottles to TateWard,
whichholds auctions in theOld
TrumanBrewery in east London.
These salesmay also be of

interest to casual wine buyers.
Straker Chadwick of Abergavenny
is active in this arena and some
of its lots go for as little as £20.
Retiredwine collector Andrew
Matthews, who is based in
Norwich, chose it a few years
ago to sell 60 cases of wine that

he, or rather his wife, decided
were surplus to requirements.
“I sent them the listwith details

of provenance plus photos of
my cellar and explained about
temperature variation,” said
Matthews by email. “Theywere
efficient. I had to pay for the
transport, which from recollection
was about £40. They took all I had
and listed it as simply ‘a private
cellar in EastAnglia’. They stripped
off all labelswithmynameon and
sentme a list with estimates for
approval. The auctionhas not only
bidders in the roombut phone line
bidding aswell. I got paid promptly.
MrsMatthewswas delighted. She
got a new car and the children got
carpets for their roomsplus a lovely
family holiday inDenmark.”
Elsewhere, BidforWine.co.uk

will sell yourwine for you, at
varying commission levels below
10per cent. And, of course,
there is eBay,which features
a surprising array ofwines.
When I askedmembers of

JancisRobinson.com for their
experiences of sellingwine, David
Banford fromStellenbosch had
one final suggestion: “Trading
wineswith restaurants anxious to
addmaturewines to their list in
exchange for restaurant credits
[vouchers] to be taken at some
future date oncewines have been
sold to customers at keen pricing.”
Let us all look forward to a

timewhen that will oncemore
be possible.

More columns at ft.com/
jancis-robinson

£12million of Fine Wine in stock and immediately available
Cru Classé Bordeaux - Vintage Port

Finest Burgundies and other fine wines
Everything listed is our own stock

For expert advice, please contact: Paul Bowker or Patrick Wilkinson
(website updated in real time)

Established 1992

This Sunday Jancis will be on ft.com at
12pm and 5pm UK time with her list of
wine retailers around the world
prepared to deliver to the housebound.
Please post your wine queries at
ft.com/jancislive
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All the answers here
are linked in some
way. Once you’ve
spotted the link, any
you didn’t know the
first time around
should become easier.

1. Burns and
Albright are the title
characters’ surnames
in which 1989 film?

2. The Volga (above)
and Ural both flow into
which body of water?

3. What was the
first top 30 single
by The Smiths?

4. Who was the British
foreign secretary

at the time of the
EU referendum?

5. Who was the first
person to fly across
the English Channel?

6. What’s the name of
the younger brother
of Peppa Pig (below)?

7. “Happiness is…”
what – according
to a series of
British TV adverts,
banned in 1991?

8. What name is
missing from this
quartet of characters
from a series of
books: Douglas,
Henry, Ginger?

9. Which sitcom
character was
regularly called
a “dirty old man”
by his son?

10. What’s the
name of the 15th-
century bridge, lined
with statues, that
crosses the Vltava
river in Prague?
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The Across clues are straightforward, while the Down clues are cryptic.

Who or what do these pictures add up to?

The Crossword
No 482. Set by Aldhelm

A Round on the Links
by JamesWalton

The Picture Round
by JamesWalton

Answers page 10

ACROSS
1MP’s area (12)
9 Egg-shaped (5)
10 Explain (9)
11Male angler (9)
12 Rugby formation (5)
13 Evolved (9)
16 Transport
on rails (5)
18 Repeat (5)
19 Stew (9)
20 Support (5)
22 Similar,
comparable (9)
25 Rusting (9)
26 Snooker table
covering (5)
27 Vest, eg (12)

DOWN
1Annoyed about
what’s not a single
genre (5-4)
2 Little encourage-
ment, say, to get dull
colour turned up (5)

3 Amount of energy
from the Marines (5)
4 Dish for ceramic
container does
get cooked (9)
5 Composer
organised a strike
that is shorter (4, 5)
6Heads of
communication
have to broadcast
discussion’s leader (5)
7Nato enforced
changes without
current group of
countries (13)
8 Bug with a
name that’s changed
– less horrible
disease (6, 7)
14Great victory
is a danger for
drivers (9)
15 Beat upmonarch,
grabbing silver
box, perhaps (9)

17One arguing for a
sport’s significance (9)
21One working with
one before joining (5)
23 Drill for gold,
getting last bits of
remaining ore later (5)
24 Second-
class award, at
first, concerning
card game (5)

Solution to Crossword No 481

P A R S E C A D I
A N A H A O A E A
H A Z E L N U T A
A L A L A T A E A
M O N D I A N A
A G A U A N A T A
A U A C R E D I T
P E C K A N A O A
I A H A S T E N D
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S
ausages usuallymake for a quick,
low-effort workaday dinner –
a packet grabbed on theway
home, its contents chucked in
the oven, ameal only slightly
more involved than ordering a
pizza. Nothingwrongwith that,
of course, but if you care to spend

a fewmoreminutes in the kitchen, this everyday
staple can become something quite special.
Spetzofai is a dish of sausages stewed in a sauce

of peppers and tomatoes. Nowadays, it’s common
throughout Greece but it’s associatedmost with
themagical Pelion peninsula, which is where
we first tried it. This is a region of snow-capped
mountains rising from theMediterranean, clad
in forests of pine and oak, and lushwith orchards
of olives, apples, chestnuts, quince and pears.
Houses in themountain villages havewindows
withwooden shutters overlooking the sea and
roofs of slate in shades of purple, green and
grey. The steep cobbled streets run parallel to
mountain streams, their water icy and sweet.
Inwinter, the air smells of oak burning in every
fireplace – and of spetzofai.
Our kitchen often has elements of that:

peppers frying – the red ones sweet, the green
ones slightly bitter –melting into a thick tomato
sauce, enriched by the sausages. In Pelion,
they use a local country sausage. At home,
whenwe’re feeling fancy, we use beef or venison
sausagesmade by our butcher. But over time,
we have tried this dish with every type of good
quality sausage, such as spicymerguez or the
coarse Italian fennel ones – onmore than one
occasion, we’ve used good old supermarket
Cumberland sausages to excellent effect.
Do as they do in Pelion and serve vermicelli

noodles on the side or, if you can order it,
hilopites – tiny squares of dried pasta cooked in
saltedwater and served to soak up the sauce.
Steamed ricewill work aswell or indeed anything
else you like to servewith sausages.

Greeksausagestewwith
pepper andtomatoes

Don’t fear
thewurst

By Itamar Srulovich. Recipe by Sarit Packer
honeyandco@ft.com

Dinner for four

• 6 good quality sausages
(beef or venison work
well) cut into 5cm pieces
(about 600g)
• Olive oil
• 2 red onions, peeled,
quartered then each
quarter halved into large
chunks
• 3-4 red and green
peppers, deseeded and
cut into 4cm cubes
(about 600g)
• 4 cloves of garlic, peeled
and halved lengthways
• 1 red chilli, deseeded
and sliced thinly
• 5-6 tomatoes, diced into
big chunks (about 500g)
• 1 tsp sugar
• 1 tbs flaky sea salt
• 200ml red wine or water

1—Heat your oven
to 200C (fan assist).
Place the cut sausages
into a large sauté pan and
drizzle with olive oil.

2—Pour four tablespoons
of olive oil into a large
frying pan set on a high
heat. Add the onions and
sauté on a high heat for
about five minutes before
adding the diced pepper.

3—Keep the heat high
and sauté for an extra
eight minutes, letting the
pepper scorch a little.

4—While the peppers
are cooking, pop the
sausages into the oven
for 10 minutes.

5—Add the garlic, chilli
and tomatoes to the
peppers and stir well.
Add the sugar, salt and
red wine (or water).

6—Bring to a boil,
then reduce the heat
to medium. Continue
cooking for another eight
minutes until the
tomatoes have broken
down to form a thick
sauce. Pour into the sauté
pan containing the
sausages and pop back
into the oven for 10
minutes. Remove and
serve with some bread to
mop it all up.

44

Photographs by Patricia Niven
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gillian.tett@ft.com; @gilliantett

AsChristosLynteris, amedical anthropologist
at the University of St Andrews in Scotland, put
it in an opinion column forTheNewYorkTimes:
“Members of a community wearmasks not only
to fend off disease [in a pandemic]. They wear
masks also to show that they want to stick, and
cope, togetherunder thebaneof contagion.”
ThisdynamicisnowsowellentrenchedinAsia

that, as GideonLasco, an anthropologistwhohas
studied “mask culture” extensively, writes in
the social science publication Sapiens: “Cultural
values, perceptions of control, social pressure,

civic duty, family concerns, self-expression,
beliefs about public institutions, and even poli-
tics are all wrapped up in the ‘symbolic efficacy’
of facemasks.”
Some Europeans and Americans will scoff.

Anglo-Saxon culture tends to prize individual-
ism, not the type of collectivism that has often
been valued in Asia. And in a city such as New
York, mask-wearing has been such a minority
practice that it has almost been associatedwith a
sense of stigma – in recent times especially, since
someview it as a signof sickness.

T
he point about mass mask-wearing
is that this stigma tends to disap-
pear if everyone puts one on. In
fact, not wearing a mask is now
almost a source of shame in places
such as Japan. And while it might
be hard to imagine this becoming
the case in the US, nothing should
be ruled out, given how quickly
the shock of Covid-19 is reshaping
our ideas of risk, and leading to a
rising appreciation in the west for

collectivist values.
Indeed, President Donald Trump has now

indicated that hemight embrace thewidespread
use of masks, once stocks are readily available.
Someofhismedicaladviserswouldwelcomethis.
I would too. As Lynteris notes, epidemics should
be understood not just as “biological events but
alsoas social processes”, since this “iskey to their
successful containment”. If rituals or symbols –
likemasks – help us to realise this, then somuch
thebetter.
To put it another way, beating Covid-19 will

not just require medical science, but a dose of
social science too.

E
arlier this week Austria took a strik-
ing step to combat the coronavirus
pandemic when its government
announced that people would not be
allowed to enterplaces suchas super-
marketswithoutwearingafacemask.
“It’s clear that the wearing of

masks will be a big change, but it
is necessary to reduce the spread
further,” declared Sebastian Kurz,
the country’s chancellor, explaining
that masks would be distributed for

free at shopentrances.
Some might roll their eyes at this – includ-

ing many scientists. There is disagreement over
whether wearing low-quality masks prevents
people from inhaling the virus, even if it does
reducethechancesof themspreading itbysneez-
ing or coughing.
Austriawill onlybedistributingregularmasks

to shoppers, not the N95 respirators (which do
reduce inhalation risks). SomeUS andEuropean
doctors believe mask-wearing is so pointless for
those who do not usually face the direct risks
medical staffare exposed to that theyhaveurged
consumerstodonateanymaskstheyhavebought
tohospitals instead.
Yet I think it would be a mistake to sneer at

Austria’s move – for two reasons. First, wear-
ing masks has one practical personal benefit: it
remindsyoutoavoidtouchingyourface.Thismat-
ters, as David Price, an intensive-care doctor at
NewYork’sWeillCornellMedicalCenter,explains
inacompellingvideoabouthis experiences treat-
ingCovid-19patients. I strongly recommend it.
“In the next fewmonths we need to train our-

selves not to touch our faces, and tell people that
we are taking this seriously,” he explains, noting
that since amask has limited protective powers,
a bandana can be just as effective for “training”.
(One of my teenage daughters now wears her
favourite scarf onour rare essential outings on to
NewYork’s streets,whichbothdoes the trickand
boosts hermoodenormously.)
The second reason is thatmask-wearing is not

just about individual psychology or behaviour; it
has social implications as well. Scientists some-
times ignore this, since theyare trained to relyon
statisticsandtheresultsofscientificexperiments.
But if ever there was a time when culture – and
cultural analysis –matters, it is now. This is true
not just in terms of how societies are responding
to the coronavirus crisis, but also when it comes
tohowdiseases spread.
Peter Baehr, a Dutch sociologist who stud-

ied the emergence of so-called mask culture in
Hong Kong during the Sars outbreak in 2003,
outlinesthiswell inarecentbook.AsBaehrnotes,
when the outbreak began, masks were initially
discussed only in medical terms. But the con-
versation soon assumed another dynamic, since
by wearing masks “people communicated their
responsibilities to the social group of which they
weremembers”.

‘Mask-wearing has social
implications. Scientists, trained
to rely on statistics and the
results of scientific experiments,
sometimes ignore this’

GILLIAN
TETT
PART ING SHOT

Whywearing
masks is the
way forward






