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Foreword

by Flip
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‘Fenton! Fenton!! Fentoooooooooooon!!! Jesus Christ!’

Many of you will have seen the YouTube footage of Fenton the black Labrador scattering deer in Richmond Park. Whose side were you on? Fenton’s? Or that of the exasperated man trailing after him, oathing like an anchorite with a stubbed toe?

For those who have not seen the clip, here is what happens. It is a November 2011 morning in Richmond Park, south London. The camera belongs to a nature lover who is filming deer thirty yards away. In the distance we see the road that cuts through the park. It has its usual burden of traffic as people head to work. Otherwise the scene is bucolic. Nature reigns. Since AD 1637 this expanse of grassland has been grazed by red and fallow deer, bringing a touch of the wild to prosaic suburbs, Norbiton to the south, Twickenham and Wimbledon to west and east. The camera advances delicately on the deer, not wishing to disturb them. We hear the soft tread of boot on grass and the occasional crunch of fallen leaves. Until: ‘Fenton! Fenton!! Fentoooooooooooon!!!’ The camera pans unsteadily towards the source of these exasperated shouts. We can make out a streak of something black and canine. The deer take flight. More beasts come running from the right. Fenton has been busy. He has, lucky fellow, started a stampede. By now the man’s cries, quite posh, are a mixture of anger, despair and horror as the deer gallop towards the road, hooves drumming. They leap across the tarmac and Fenton keeps chasing. The camera finally shows us the back of Fenton’s owner trotting helplessly after the merry caboodle, hissing, ‘Oh Chrissssssst.’

The video always makes me wag my tail. This is no doubt irresponsible. The ‘correct’ response would probably be to whimper and stick that tail between one’s legs. But Fenton’s disobedience is just too liberatingly wonderful. What made it even better was discovering that he was a sometime guide dog for the blind. Then the cherry on the Bakewell tart: Fenton’s owner, Max Findlay, was a lawyer who wrote for those two outlets of prissy propriety, the Financial Times and the Observer. When approached about the incident, he snapped that he certainly did not wish to discuss the matter.

Why is the Fenton clip funny? In part it is the spectacle of middle-class authority unravelling, all the sweeter from one of those London legal types who seem like they have everything arranged to their creamy satisfaction. Who knows what lawsuits flashed through that highly trained Findlay mind when Fenton took off after the deer? And Fenton is an example of capture off its leash. All those years of being the dutiful guide dog must have driven him to distraction. Guide dogs are assumed to be the saintliest of God’s creations. Aw, look, a nice guide doggy, pat pat pat. Underneath the harness they are just as naughty as the rest of us. At last Fenton let his coat down. Instinct seized his heart and he ignored the man who fancied himself his master.

My daughter and I have lived with the Letts family in Herefordshire for several years. As a former trained killer I am happy to wish this book well – and certainly glad to see the bloody thing finished. Maybe we can now have more walks. The book is for those who find Fenton an inspiration. Those who take Mr Findlay’s side may want to take it back to the bookshop and trade it in for something by Dame Polly Toynbee.

Kennel 1, The Old Mill,

How Caple, December 2020.




Introduction

We have been infantilised. Wash your hands, don’t eat sweets, no outdoor games. Wear your masks, bend that knee. Comply. Conform. Surrender your humanity to masks and watch your pensions shrivel until they’re the size of squirrels’ nuts.

It has been a bossy year. Supermarket tannoys told shoppers they were heroes, simply for standing six feet apart, and then said they couldn’t buy tampons because those were ‘non-essential items’. Child-art rainbows were daubed on delivery lorries to make us think soapy thoughts about the NHS. If we didn’t clap nurses, neighbours squealed. A once-freedom-loving prime minister said, ‘Lose weight,’ then shovelled free food into the mouths of the poor. Sugar was taxed. It would only go and rot our molars and then we’d have to visit the dentist – who had been forced to shut by hygiene edicts. One way or another we were going to be toothless.

Authority frets about salt intakes, drinking habits (one fizzy drink a week quite enough for you, Jemima) and five-a-day fruit or veg. The whole country’s farting like the Household Cavalry. No wonder the air quality’s gone awry. When my parents ran a school they kept a ledger on pupils’ lavatory habits – ‘Have you done a number two today, Blenkinsop?’ Nurse Hancock, secretary of state for bowels, may soon start asking the same question.

Ministers, officials and scientists ceased caring about popular will and started imposing their own. We were no longer ruled by the elected legislature. We had government by bossocracy: a caste of pooh-bahs who thought they knew best. They did it by whipping up fear. Kenneth Clark, in Civilisation, writes that fear is a killer. ‘Civilisation is actually quite fragile. It can be destroyed. What are its enemies? Fear – fear of war, fear of invasion, fear of plague and famine, that make it simply not worthwhile constructing things, or planting trees, of even planning next year’s crops. And fear of the supernatural, which means that you daren’t question anything or change anything.’

‘Fear of plague’ indeed became government policy and it quickly wrecked our economy. We no longer sang. We no longer met one another. The supernatural may now adays be little considered by officialdom but it has been replaced by the deity of bossy correctitude, whose activists impose their views with moral terrorism. When so much is subjected to disapproval, we stop offering. Why volunteer when you must prove you are not a child molester? Why start a business when so much woke crapola is thrown in your way? When British police push an old woman into the back of a paddy wagon for silently complaining about her infringed liberties, can’t they see that they rather prove her point? What the hell is happening to our country?

This is not a libertarian book. I accept the basic contract between subject and Crown. I pay my taxes. Taken discretely, rules often make sense. But there comes a point when, on top of the clamour of employers’ demands, civic interdictions and – ping! – constant advisories from our hectoring mobiles, the hassle of regulation becomes overwhelming: a screaming, scraping white noise of emergency prohibitions and snoopery. Privacy is dead. Free speech is in intensive care. The pub’s shut, abroad is closed, and you can’t buy a pint of milk unless yashmaked like Dick Turpin. We couldn’t even go to county cricket, even though you’ll more likely die of hypothermia than catch any virus from a few other egg-sandwich munchers at the windblown ground.

Covid-19 put the turbochargers on an authoritarianism that had been creeping up on us for a while. A generation ago it was seatbelts in cars and ‘smoking can damage your health’ panels on fag packets. Soon we were told to stop watching Benny Hill. Men had to attend birthing suites. Now the ‘isms’ are cults and the commonest word on the airwaves is ‘must’. Flowery sixties liberalism, sweet and stoned, has been bastardised into an intolerance stiffer than the stuffed-shirt order of old. You are racist if you chuckle at unconscious bias. You are anti-trans if you use the word ‘woman’. You are a killer if you kiss your octogenarian mum. Gauleiter activism bullies us with moral terrorism, politicians are too wet to resist and the bossocracy prospers.

Well, sod it. Enough is enough. I’ve had my fill. So here goes. . .
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