
PROFILE BOOKS

All in it 
together

england in the early 21st Century

Alwyn turner

All in it Together   3 14/04/2021   17:37



First published in Great Britain in 2021 by 
Profile Books Ltd

29 Cloth Fair
London
ec1a 7jq

www.profilebooks.com

Copyright © Alwyn Turner, 2021

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2 

Typeset in Sabon by MacGuru Ltd
Printed and bound in Great Britain by

Clays Ltd, Elcograf S.p.A. 

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright 
reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, 
stored or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in 

any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
recording or otherwise), without the prior written permission of 

both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978 1 78816 672 0
eISBN 978 1 78283 786 2

Audio ISBN 978 1 78283 847 0

All in it Together   4 14/04/2021   17:37



Contents

Prologue: Faith 1
1. Peace and War 24
2. Left and Right 62
3. Past and Present 93
4. Class and Underclass 118
5. Cameron and Blair 147
6. Bust and Broken 177
7. Grooming and Abusing 207
8. Coalition and Cohesion 234
9. Europeans and Europe 271
Epilogue: Democracy 304
 
References 327
Sources 353
Picture credits 360
Acknowledgements 361
Index 362

All in it Together   7 14/04/2021   17:37



1

Prologue: Faith

I

Manchester City fans of a certain vintage – those who remem-
bered the late-1960s team of Colin Bell, Franny Lee and Mike 
Summerbee – would no doubt have disagreed, but Maine Road 
stadium in Moss Side was not a place where you’d normally expect 
to witness a miracle. Let alone one that heralded the return of the 
messiah. Yet there it was: a column of sunlight falling through a 
moonless night sky, illuminating just Maine Road itself, while all 
around remained in darkness. ‘It’s daylight!’ exclaimed the televi-
sion news reports. ‘It’s daylight inside the stadium and it’s night 
outside. There’s no explanation for the light. This isn’t a hoax.’ 
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And then a gawky, cheaply dressed Mancunian appeared on the 
screens. ‘This is the work of God, and I’m his son,’ he announced. 
‘God in human form.’

Russell T. Davies’s drama The Second Coming (2003) told the 
story of Steve Baxter, played by Christopher Eccleston, an ordi-
nary, if awkward, man with three O levels (he failed French). He 
works at EasyRent Video in Salford, before he’s suddenly struck 
by a blinding revelation that he is the son of God, a new messiah 
come to save humanity. Having grabbed the attention of the 
media with the Maine Road Miracle, he makes his first address to 
the world. ‘You are becoming gods,’ he tells his audience. ‘You’ve 
unravelled DNA. You’re five years away from building your own 
people. And at the same time you’re cultivating bacteria strong 
enough to kill every living thing.’ Then his voice changes, chal-
lenging now, taunting: ‘Do you think you’re ready for that much 
power? You lot? You lot? You cheeky bastards!’

The point of the drama is that this is not a delusion. Steve 
really is the son of God. And he’s confused, disorientated. His 
head is filled with the whole of Creation, but he’s also a normal 
bloke, and he can’t see what he’s supposed to do with this level 
of consciousness. His coming will reveal to humanity the Third 
Testament, but how? All he knows is that he won’t be the one 
writing it.

It takes an old schoolfriend, Judy, to figure it out. He must 
die. Just like last time, he must voluntarily give his life for human-
ity. But this time it’s going to be final. ‘When you die, you’re not 
ascending to paradise,’ she says. ‘You’re dying properly and for 
ever, taking the whole thing with you. God and heaven and hell 
– all dead. The end of this world and the start of a new one, 
without religion on our backs.’ She tells him that the dinner she’s 
cooked for him is full of rat poison, and, recognising the truth of 
her words, he eats it anyway.

This, it transpires, is the Third Testament. It’s the ‘death of 
God’, the emergence of humanity into a new evolutionary phase, 
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without the need for the crutch of religion. As Judy puts it, ‘As 
soon as we get rid of God, that’s when we grow up.’

The new millennium was not celebrated in Britain as a Chris-
tian event. A thousand years earlier, there had been fears among 
the faithful that the end was nigh; this time there was an entirely 
secular panic that a programming glitch – known as Y2K or the 
millennium bug – might damage the world’s computers.* The 
official Millennium Experience, at the Dome in Greenwich, South 
London, did have a gallery called the Faith Zone (one of fourteen 
such zones), but the show was careful not to overdo the Christi-
anity. The central values of modern society were deemed to be 
inclusion, diversity and tolerance, so it was important to celebrate 
all the mainstream religions practised in the country.

The same thinking was evident when Churches Together in 
England, an organisation that represented the main Christian 
denominations, issued a prayer for the occasion. Titled the Mil-
lennium Resolution, it mentioned neither God nor Jesus, as if this 
were the faith that dare not speak its name. Churches Together 
also took the opportunity to offer a ‘general confession’ for the 
sins committed by Christians individually and collectively; the 
general secretary explained that ‘there have been two thousand 
very positive years of Christianity, but there has also been a flip 
side’.1

The Second Coming, in other words, reflected the fact that 
Britain was now a post-Christian country, even if it was reluctant 

* It didn’t. Hundreds of billions of dollars were spent on preventive 
measures that worked. In some quarters, though, Y2K became a symbol 
of scaremongering. ‘We will look back and wonder what all the fuss was 
about,’ said Conservative MP Bernard Jenkin when asked in 2018 about the 
economic consequences of Britain leaving the European Union. ‘A bit like the 
millennium bug. Remember all the experts on the millennium bug?’ (Today, 
BBC Radio 4, 6 August 2018)
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to admit such a thing. In 2001, for the first time in 150 years, the 
census asked people to identify their religion, if any. Eight million 
people in England and Wales said they had no religion, and by 
2011 this had risen to 14 million. But that was still only a quarter 
of the population.* Over the same period, those identifying as 
Christian fell by 4 million, from 72 to 59 per cent, with great-
est representation among the old and in the north of England. 
Despite the decline, this was still a long way clear of the second 
largest faith group, Muslims, who had nearly doubled in number 
to 2.7 million, just under 5 per cent.†

On the other hand, there remained a residual respect for the 
churches. When the polling organisation MORI asked people in 
2003 who they trusted to tell the truth, 71 per cent expressed faith 
in the clergy, comparable to the support enjoyed by judges, though 
a little way behind doctors and teachers. (Politicians and journal-
ists came in last, each with an 18 per cent showing, unchanged in 
two decades.)2 Fifteen years on, in 2018, priests had slipped a little 
in public estimation, but were still trusted by 62 per cent – which 
was more than pollsters themselves.3

And culturally the old faith remained. In large parts of the 
country the popular image of the Church of England still per-
sisted: a snug, carol-service and sweet-sherry image. It could be 
seen in the way that the most popular television comedies – the 
ones that attracted the big audiences if not always the critics – 
still included the reassuringly familiar touchstone of the vicar. 
A 2004 BBC series Britain’s Best Sitcom invited viewers’ votes, 
and Richard Curtis’s old-fashioned entertainment The Vicar of  

* The least religious place was Norwich, where 42.5 per cent reported having 
no religion.
† In Scotland, where the question was phrased slightly differently, the 
direction of travel was the same: in 2011, 54 per cent were Christian, 37 per 
cent had no religion, just 1.4 per cent were Muslim.

All in it Together   4 14/04/2021   17:37



Prologue: Faith

5

Dibley (1994) came third,* infuriating many better-informed 
folk, from Ally Ross, the Sun’s TV reviewer, to Ricky Gervais, 
whose own show The Office (2001) came twenty-fifth. (‘There are 
certainly ten better sitcoms than The Office,’ Gervais conceded. 
‘It’s just that Vicar of  Dibley is not one of them.’)4 What seemed 
to be the final episode of Dibley was broadcast on the first day of 
the millennium, but the show was briefly revived at Christmas in 
2004 and again in 2006; on the latter occasion, it attracted over 
13 million viewers, the highest rated programme on Christmas 
Day.

That same day, the long-running My Family (2000) introduced 
Kevin, the local vicar, who became a recurrent character. And six 
years on from that, in 2012, the highest-rated Christmas Day 
show was a special of Mrs Brown’s Boys (2011), getting shrieks of 
laughter from the studio audience when a Catholic priest walks in 
to find a middle-aged woman in what looks like a compromising 
position, a comic misunderstanding that would have been recog-
nisable forty years earlier. The critically acclaimed sitcom Rev 
(2010), with its gentle, human portrayal of an inner-city parish, 
couldn’t compete with those shows for viewing figures, but did 
win a BAFTA. So too did Gavin & Stacey (2007), which eventually 
reached a mass audience when it transferred from BBC Three to 
BBC One; its vicar, Father Chris, was characteristic of the mildly 
eccentric type, a purveyor of left-field metaphor: ‘We’ve all got a 
different relationship with God, just like we’ve all got a different 
relationship with sandwiches.’

The best-loved comedian of the time, Peter Kay, was brought 
up a Catholic, but now espoused a vague spirituality unencum-
bered by doctrinal or organisational baggage. ‘I think Jesus was 
just an ordinary person, like me and you,’ he wrote in his best-
selling autobiography, The Sound of  Laughter (2006), adding, 
‘I believe in a God of some kind, in some sort of higher being. 

* Only Fools and Horses and Blackadder came in first and second places.
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Personally I find it very comforting.’5 The editor of comedy 
website chortle.co.uk said of Peter Kay, ‘His stock in trade is a 
cosy world of things we can all relate to, and I suppose a belief in 
God is part of that cosy world.’6

Cosy, comforting … These were not attributes associated with 
metropolitan liberals, a tribe whose distance from the rest of the 
country inspired a thousand newspaper columns (most of them 
written by metropolitan liberals). Nick Hornby’s novel How to Be 
Good (2001) told the story of a typical modern couple in north 
London. Katie is a GP, a decent middle-class type, tormented by 
guilt that she’s failing in her relationships with her parents, her 
children and her husband. He, on the other hand, is tormented 
by rage at a society in which there’s a diminishing demand for 
mediocre men with humanities degrees. In another place and 
another class, he’d ‘be angry about poofs and communists’, but 
his professed left-wing politics deny him even this satisfaction. So 
instead he rants against trivial targets at dinner parties and in a 
column for the local paper (he’s billed as ‘The Angriest Man in 
Holloway’), and he works on a novel – ‘facetious, unkind, full of 
itself’ – that will never be published. Then he has a Damascene 
moment on the road to Finsbury Park, and falls under the influ-
ence of a spiritual guru and faith healer, a young man who took 
too much Ecstasy in his former incarnation as a club DJ. Mean-
while, Katie visits an Anglican church, but finds no answers to her 
confusion, only ‘woolly-minded nonsense’.7

Elsewhere, woolly-minded nonsense remained perfectly suf-
ficient. ‘Can you imagine a world without God, Mum?’ asks Eva 
Beaver, a librarian from Leicester in Sue Townsend’s The Woman 
Who Went to Bed for a Year (2012), and her mother reflects: ‘We’d 
all be at each other’s throats, wouldn’t we? As it is, we tick along 
nicely.’ But that’s just in England, protests Eva; what about every-
where else? ‘Well they’re mostly heathens, aren’t they? They have 
their own way of carrying on.’8

*
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In the real world, many Christians felt a little aggrieved that their 
faith did not seem to warrant the same sensitivity accorded to 
others. It was not a new complaint, but it gained fresh currency 
whenever incidents of what appeared to be anti-Christian preju-
dice were reported: the case, for example, of Nadia Eweida, a 
55-year-old check-in worker at Heathrow Airport, dismissed from 
her job with British Airways in 2006 for wearing a small cross 
around her neck.* The offence was felt by some as an attack not 
simply on religion but on their culture. ‘Was I on holiday when this 
became not a Christian country?’ asked comedian Roy Chubby 
Brown. ‘What does BA stand for? Bastard Atheists?’

Meanwhile the churches seemed to outsiders as if they were 
wrestling constantly, and a little obsessively, with sexual morals. 
In 2003, the Church of England named the Reverend Jeffrey John 
the new suffragan bishop of Reading, an announcement greeted 
with some dismay by traditionalists, when it emerged that he 
‘had been in a gay relationship for decades’.9 The appointment 
was denounced by archbishops from around the world – Sydney, 
Nigeria, the West Indies, the Congo – with the latter warning of 
a possible schism, the emergence of an ‘Anglican Communion for 
the western people and another for the south’.10

The Church’s official position, thrashed out in the previous 
decade, was a characteristic compromise. Gay sexual relation-
ships might sometimes be tolerated – if disapproved of  – in the 
laity, but homosexual clergy were obliged to live celibate lives, and 
that had not always been the case with the Reverend John, even 
if it was now. (‘The relationship has not been sexually expressed 
for years,’ he said. ‘This is not unusual, even in heterosexual rela-
tionships.’)11 Eventually, John was persuaded to turn down the 
appointment, to avoid damage ‘to the unity of the Church’,12 

* Eweida lost her claim for compensation against BA, but in 2013 won a case 
against the British government in the European Court of Human Rights, 
where it was ruled that her right to religious freedom had not been protected.
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and his friend Rowan Williams, the archbishop of Canterbury, 
said he’d been distressed by the ‘appalling prejudice and abuse’ 
on display.13 ‘I don’t understand why God hates poofs so much,’ 
puzzles Colin, an unemployed alcoholic in Rev, and the Rever-
end Adam Smallbone has to correct him: ‘He doesn’t, Colin. God 
loves poofs. He loves us all.’*

More seriously, the Catholic Church was enmired in a series of 
scandals concerning the sexual abuse of children, and though the 
worst stories came from elsewhere, dozens of British priests were 
defrocked in the first two decades of the new century. Mention 
of the Church was now frequently accompanied by reference to 
child abuse, and this became a standard line for comedians and 
others to take. As Steve tries to come to terms with his mission in 
The Second Coming, a priest tells him, ‘It won’t be easy getting 
people to listen. Some of us have been trying for years.’ To which 
he retorts, ‘And some of you have been shagging choir boys.’

Not everyone, however, saw this as being the biggest issue 
when it came to religion. ‘I suspect that most of the sexual abuse 
priests are accused of is comparatively mild,’ reflected Richard 
Dawkins; ‘a little bit of fondling perhaps, and a young child might 
scarcely notice it.’ Much more worrying, he suggested, was the 
‘brain washing’ of the young: ‘The Roman Catholic Church is one 
of the forces of evil in the world because of the powerful influ-
ences it has over the minds of children.’14

Dawkins was professor for the public understanding of science 
at Oxford University, a post created especially for him in 1995 
with a reported £1.5 million endowment from Charles Simonyi, 
the man who gave us Microsoft Word. ‘What I do best is promote 
an understanding of the poetry of science and an aesthetic 
appreciation of the wonders of life and the universe,’ Dawkins 
said,15 though as far as the public were concerned, he was known 
not for celebrating wonders but for condemning miracles. His 

* In 2014 Coronation Street introduced Billy Mayhew, a gay vicar.
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seemed an austere position – he was scathing of Peter Kay’s word 
‘comforting’ – and one that allowed little room for fantasy. ‘It is 
anti-scientific,’ he said of the world of fairy tales. ‘Looking back 
to my own childhood, the fact that so many of the stories I read 
allowed the possibility of frogs turning into princes – whether that 
has a sort of insidious effect on rationality, I’m not sure.’16

His early books on evolutionary biology had brought unex-
pected fame, but real stardom came with the publication of The 
God Delusion (2006), a huge hit that within 8 years had been 
translated into 35 languages with 3 million sales. He became the 
media’s favourite celebrity atheist: apple-cheeked and Anglican 
in appearance, earnest in manner, and married to Doctor Who 
actress Lalla Ward. Dawkins’s book was famous enough that it 
could be used as shorthand in the TV drama Apparitions (2008) 
to show that a young man who owns a copy is ‘a very commit-
ted atheist’. (Unusually, the atheism in this case turns out to be a 
case of demonic possession, and the services of an exorcist are 
required to stop the afflicted man raping his own daughter.)

The success of The God Delusion made Dawkins the front-
runner of the so-called Four Horsemen of Atheism, ahead of 
Sam Harris, riding The End of  Faith (2004), Daniel Dennett on 
Breaking the Spell (2006), and Christopher Hitchens, bringing up 
the rear with God Is Not Great (2007). Other runners and riders 
in Britain included philosopher A. C. Grayling with The Good 
Book: A Humanist Bible (2011) and polymath Jonathan Miller, 
whose television series Atheism: A Rough History of  Disbelief 
(2004) opened with him in New York City on the Staten Island 
ferry; the gap in the skyline where the World Trade Center had 
once stood was, he said, ‘a forceful reminder of the potentially 
destructive power of the three great monotheistic religions that 
have dominated the world, in one way or another, for nearly two 
thousand years’.

Whether this New Atheism, as it was named, with its onslaught 
on faith, changed hearts and minds was uncertain. Most of the 
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country seemed content to ignore its contribution to public debate. 
It was striking, for example, that fiction in the early years of the 
century was dominated by global brands that centred on magic, 
myth and the pseudo-religious: J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series 
(1997) and, from America, the Robert Langdon novels of Dan 
Brown (2000) and Stephanie Meyer’s Twilight saga (2005).* Each 
achieved worldwide sales of over 100 million – five times that in 
the case of Harry Potter – and spun off into movie series that were 
box-office hits. All of which suggested that the public still had a 
taste for fantasy.

The Four Horsemen couldn’t keep pace with such runaway 
successes. They did make an impact, though. ‘It has been a good 
year for atheists,’ conceded a leader in The Times on Christmas 
Eve 2007,17 at a time when Borders bookstores were running a 
special promotion; every copy of The God Delusion came with 
a free anti-Christmas card bearing the message: ‘O Come All 
Ye Faithless’.18 The newspaper went on to list the words used 
by Dawkins to describe believers: ‘malevolent … vicious, sado-
masochistic and repellent … dodgy, perniciously delusional … 
sanctimoniously hypocritical … cockeyed’. Such aggressive and 
mocking language might be appropriate for America – with its 
culture wars over abortion and creationism, its fundamentalists, 
televangelists and presidential prayer meetings – but it felt terribly 
strident in Britain, where the public persona of the archbishop of 
Canterbury was that of an absent-minded academic, not a snake-
handling preacher of fire and brimstone.

For the New Atheists, the stakes were high. ‘Reason and a 
respect for evidence are the source of our progress, our safeguard 
against fundamentalists and those who profit from obscuring the 

* Twilight also inspired – via fan fiction – another publishing sensation, the 
Fifty Shades trilogy (2011) by the British writer E. L. James, which depicted 
a sadomasochistic relationship and made mainstream the vocabulary of 
fetishism: butt plugs, nipple clamps and safe words.
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truth,’ insisted Dawkins. ‘We live in dangerous times when super-
stition is gaining ground and rational science is under attack.’19 
But it wasn’t obvious that the solution was abuse. The tone of 
public debate was not noticeably raised by having an Oxford 
professor describe religion as ‘An organised licence to be accept-
ably stupid,’20 or hearing him denounce the Pope as being ‘either 
stupid, ignorant or dim’.21

Nor did any of this assist the public understanding of science, 
which remained sketchy at best. The most famous scientist in 
the world, perhaps the most famous since Albert Einstein, was 
Stephen Hawking, who founded the Centre for Theoretical Cos-
mology at Cambridge in 2007. His status was such that he could 
appear as himself on top-rated shows such as Star Trek: The 
Next Generation, The Simpsons and The Big Bang Theory.* And 
when the BBC broadcast its series 100 Greatest Britons (2002), 
Hawking was voted into twenty-fifth position, one place higher 
than William Tyndale, translator of the Bible into English.

It was not his thinking that made him famous, though, so 
much as his personal story, the motor neurone disease that meant 
his presence was that of a frail, schoolboyish figure in a wheelchair, 
slyly smiling as his words were intoned in a computer-generated 
and much imitated voice.† Eddie Redmayne won an Oscar for his 
portrayal of Hawking in The Theory of  Everything (2014), beating 
Benedict Cumberbatch, nominated for playing computer pioneer 
Alan Turing in The Imitation Game (2014), another British scien-
tist who was primarily known for the adversity he faced.

Beyond the human interest, it was debatable how much of 
Hawking’s work was comprehensible to non-scientists; A Brief  
History of  Time (1988) sold over 10 million copies, but was widely 

* Richard Dawkins also appeared in The Simpsons and in Doctor Who.
† ‘He’s not a genius, he’s pretentious,’ said Ricky Gervais. ‘Born in Oxford 
and talks in that fake American accent.’ (Out of  England, 2008)
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reputed to be the biggest-selling partially read book of modern 
times. Scientific thought had become so abstruse, so technical and 
rarefied, that most laypeople could do little more than nod along 
to mention of, say, the many-worlds theory of quantum mechan-
ics. There was no evidence offered for this conjecture, though 
some took it on trust, just as the theology of the Trinity could 
be taken on trust. Similarly, Brian Cox – former pop star turned 
academic and popular scientist – could be seen on the quiz show 
QI, outlining Richard Feynman’s theory that there was only one 
electron in the entire universe that ‘keeps moving backwards and 
forwards through time’. It was ‘a legitimate view,’ said Professor 
Cox, although it sounded rather less plausible than the existence 
of a creator god.

There was a huge and growing chasm between scientific 
research and the public understanding of that research.* So when 
the Human Genome Project announced in 2003 that it had com-
pleted its work on sequencing the DNA found in human beings, 
no one doubted the scale of the achievement. But the popular 
perception of DNA remained fixed in the sensationalist realms of 
designer babies, Frankenstein food and fictional murder inquir-
ies. Indeed, the inexorable rise of detective novels and dramas 
was based on forensics, the one branch of science that still prom-
ised absolute truth in this uncertain world. (‘The days of tracing 
criminals from their fingerprints were long gone,’ observed Leigh 
Russell’s DI Geraldine Steel.22)

Even when it came to experiment, a leap of faith appeared to 
be required. Cern’s Large Hadron Collider (LHC), buried in a 
seventeen-mile-long circular tunnel near Geneva, was the biggest 
machine humanity had ever built. Serious broadcasters and news-
papers regularly ran pieces on the project, excitedly explaining 

* A 2009 sketch in The Armstrong & Miller Show had a modern layman 
transported back to the mid-nineteenth century and struggling to explain to 
Michael Faraday what E=mc2 actually meant.
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that particles would be fired at each other at very nearly the speed 
of light, thereby recreating conditions immediately after the Big 
Bang. Quite what this meant passed the understanding of many, 
but it looked beautiful on television and presumably was worth 
the billions spent on its construction. Beyond that lay mystery, 
except that it was something to do with the Higgs boson, which 
– to the intense irritation of physicists – had been nicknamed the 
God Particle. And that sounded sexy and exciting and dangerous, 
hinting that scientists were playing at God with unforeseeable 
consequences.

In the days leading up to the LHC being switched on in Sep-
tember 2008, newspapers provided a running commentary on 
what might, we were told, be the end of the world. ‘Some experts 
fear it could create a huge black hole  that swallows the planet 
and wipes out mankind,’ warned the Sun, though it also quoted 
a German biochemist, Otto Rössler, who thought we were okay 
for at least four years; thereafter, the prognosis was not so good: 
‘The weather will change completely, wiping out life. There will 
be a biblical Armageddon.’23

These scares weren’t really taken seriously.* It was all so 
remote. Phrases like ‘the Big Bang’ and ‘subatomic particles’ were 
familiar from popular science and sci-fi, but the phenomena to 
which they referred couldn’t easily be visualised or comprehended, 
so the supposed doomsday dangers of the LHC were treated as 
a bit of jokey fun. The Higgs boson was ‘abhorrent to nature’, 
argued some scientists, and the public was satisfyingly thrilled to 
hear it.24

But even if the idea of the world ending on 10 September 2008 

* The sketch show That Mitchell and Webb Look had a parody of religious 
broadcasting, with a genial host, Donny Cosy, visiting Cern: ‘Roland and the 
other boffins here at the Large Hadron Collider are up to something rather 
exciting. Because they’re trying to blow up the universe. Which I have to say, 
Roland, to a layman like me sounds like a terrible idea.’

All in it Together   13 14/04/2021   17:37



All in it together

14

didn’t really take hold, it did fit into the established public per-
ception of how science was reported. It felt as if a para-religion 
was emerging, complete with priests and promises and the power 
over life and death, just as Steve Baxter had said in The Second 
Coming. And though the LHC might not kill us, there were plenty 
of other predictions of plague and pestilence to chill the blood.

In March 2003 the World Health Organisation issued an 
emergency warning about a condition called severe acute respira-
tory syndrome (SARS), a coronavirus that was frequently fatal. 
There had been an outbreak of the disease in China, spreading to 
Vietnam, but it was the arrival of an infected person in Frankfurt 
that provoked the panic. ‘SARS is now a worldwide health threat,’ 
said a WHO spokesperson. ‘It’s moving at the speed of a jet. It’s 
bad.’25 The most serious outbreak in the West came in Ontario, 
Canada, where there were over 250 cases; the mayor of Toronto 
tried to calm nerves – ‘This isn’t a city in the grip of fear and 
panic,’ he said – but it didn’t help that his name was Mel Lastman, 
as if he’d stepped out of a post-apocalyptic film.26

A couple of days later, the first suspected case was reported in 
Britain (‘Killer jet bug is here’, shuddered the headlines)27 and Sir 
Liam Donaldson, the chief medical officer of England, was soon 
advising British people not to travel to Hong Kong or Guangdong. 
The Daily Express consulted Dr Patrick Dixon, founder of the 
AIDS charity ACET, who said that ‘on current trends there could 
be a billion cases within sixty weeks’, and concluded, ‘This is a far 
more serious epidemic potentially than AIDS.’28 The Economist, 
on the other hand, was suggesting that the fears were exagger-
ated: ‘Only 4 per cent of those laid low by SARS have died so far.’ 
But if there really were a billion cases, that still represented 40 
million dead. And there was little comfort in the magazine point-
ing out that there were worse things: ‘Ebola fever can kill 90 per 
cent of those infected.’29

There were also worries that the outbreak could tip the world 
into recession, though the impact in Britain at least was restricted 
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to very particular businesses: British Airways blamed SARS for a 
drop in bookings, Chinese restaurants in Glasgow said turnover 
was down by 40 per cent, and there was a fall in the share price of 
media group Informa, which specialised in trade shows and inter-
national conferences. There were calls for Britain to adopt strong 
measures, including the screening of all air passengers entering 
the country, but Donaldson was unmoved: ‘We can’t close our 
borders to the rest of the world.’30

The crisis was short-lived, and in mid-2003 the WHO 
announced that SARS had been contained. It had left its mark, 
however, for the panic had raised fears of a pandemic to rival the 
100 million killed by Spanish Flu in 1918–20, and that image was 
not easily forgotten.

It returned in the form of another threat from Asia, this time a 
deadly strain of avian flu (H5N1), which was transmitted between 
birds but could kill humans who handled infected animals. By 
October 2004, when the first avian case was identified in Britain – 
a parrot that was being held in quarantine – there were 61 known 
human fatalities in the Far East, but the real fear was that the virus 
would mutate into a strain that could be transmitted human-to-
human. Sir Liam Donaldson was back in the news, warning that 
a pandemic in the UK could see the deaths of 50,000 people, while 
Professor Neil Ferguson of Imperial College, London said that 
globally there could be ’100 million deaths or more’, adding, ‘The 
1918 scenario is within what people should be planning for.’31 
Websites did a good trade in the antiviral drug Tamiflu and in 
disposable masks and gloves, but again the mass deaths that were 
feared did not follow. Nor did they with the swine flu (H1N1) 
pandemic of 2009, when Donaldson warned that the ‘best case 
scenario’ was 3,100 deaths in Britain, the worst 65,000;32 there 
were fewer than 500 fatalities.

Even when the public health predictions were not so doom-
laden, they still seemed designed to make our flesh creep. In the 
wake of an unfounded story linking the MMR vaccine to autism, 
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there was a downturn in vaccination, and dire consequences were 
feared. ‘We are facing a real prospect of outbreaks of measles,’ 
warned Dr George Kassianos of the Royal College of General 
Practitioners in 2002. ‘We are going to start to see dead babies.’33 
It was a frightening prospect that happily didn’t materialise. Over 
the following ten years, there were just eight deaths from measles 
in England and Wales, compared to eighteen in the preceding ten 
years, while the number of notified cases halved.34

By the time of that warning, however, the medical profes-
sion’s treatment of dead babies had itself become a scandal. It 
emerged in 1999 that the Bristol Royal Infirmary was, without 
asking parents, retaining the hearts of infants who had died there. 
The practice was not unique to that institution. An inquiry into 
the Alder Hey Children’s Hospital in Liverpool reported in 2001 
that over 100,000 body parts, including whole corpses, were being 
kept there. The collection dated back to the 1940s and had been 
properly acquired – that is, with parental consent – up until the 
appointment of Professor Dick van Veltzen, a Dutch pathologist, 
in 1988. He had ‘ordered the unethical and illegal retention of 
every organ in every case’, had falsified records and had lied to 
parents; the report concluded that he ‘must never be allowed to 
practise again’.35 The public were shocked by the revelations. In 
his novel Scaredy Cat (2002), Mark Billingham drily summarised 
the impact of the scandal: ‘Rates of organ donation had dropped 
dramatically. Transplant numbers were down. Pathologists had 
trouble making new friends.’36

The year after the Alder Hey report, another inquiry con-
cluded that Dr Harold Shipman, a genial-looking GP in Hyde, 
Greater Manchester who’d been convicted in 2000 of murdering 
15 of his patients, had actually killed more than 200. The exact 
total would never be definitively known, but it was sufficient to 
establish him as the most prolific known serial killer in the world.* 

* Shipman committed suicide in prison in 2004. The home secretary, David 
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And then there was the 2008 investigation into the abnormally 
high death rate in Stafford Hospital …

There had always been a market for predictions of disaster, 
of course. What was impressive now was the number of available 
options: from Prince Charles warning in 2003 that nanotechnol-
ogy might reduce the world to grey goo, through to a fashionable 
belief (based on a misunderstanding of the Maya Long Count cal-
endar) that the world would end on 21 December 2012. However 
absurd, they all fed into a sense of catastrophe, that things were 
going wrong, even that the end times might soon be upon us. We 
thought we were post-Christian, yet still the turning of the millen-
nium proved to be an unsettling time.

The greatest expression of that was the idea of climate change 
caused by the production of greenhouse gases. Scientists had been 
warning of this for decades, and even politicians (with Margaret 
Thatcher in the first wave) had been raising it since the 1980s. It 
hadn’t been as big back then, though, because the fear of nuclear 
destruction still seemed the most likely cause of Armageddon. But 
the end of the cold war meant nuclear weapons were less pressing 
an issue, and climate change emerged as the ultimate nightmare. 
‘There is little doubt that we are on the tip of the sixth great 
wave of extinction in the history of life on Earth,’ said Robert 
May, former chief scientific adviser to the government, in 2001; 
‘caused not by external crisis but by us.’37 We might have got rid 
of God, but we had instead taken on ourselves responsibility for 
the destruction of the planet by flame and flood.*

In this precarious, threatened world, science and medicine 
seemed to offer little reassurance, scant hope for the future. Which 

Blunkett, said it made him ‘feel like opening a bottle’. (The Blunkett Tapes p. 
575)
* ‘It’s too late to stop global warming now,’ the teenage Jake tells his parents 
in a 2008 episode of sitcom Outnumbered. ‘Your generation’s completely 
ruined the world for our generation.’
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