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SIR — There is no doubt that the population of Britain includes very many intelligent and honest men and women. Why do so few of them become politicians?

James Farquhar

Girvan, Ayrshire
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Introduction

Telegraph letter writers are probably not alone in thinking that politics has taken some strange turns in recent years. Thanks to the first coalition government since 1945 we know more than we used to – perhaps an awful lot more than we need to – about Chris Huhne’s driving, Andrew Mitchell’s vocabulary, James Murdoch’s memory, Rebekah Brooks’s horses, Boris Johnson’s water cannons, the Queen’s purring, Greggs’ pasties, Jimmy Carr’s tax returns, Nigel Farage’s drinking, the Bullingdon Club’s rituals and the ins and outs of same-sex marriage. And yet the long-suffering electorate still has absolutely no idea what the ‘Big Society’ means. Neither, it seems, does David Cameron.

Meanwhile, the public has twice since 2010 bade an enthusiastic goodbye to Gordon Brown – only to be left with Ed Miliband, Russell Brand and Nigel Farage instead. Neither Ed Balls, nor Tony Blair, his rival for the title of ‘most annoying man in politics’, shows any sign of going quietly. Boris Johnson is contemplating a return to Parliament. Vince Cable is still in the Cabinet. No wonder Nick Clegg admits to enjoying a good cry. Or that David Cameron took his own advice to ‘calm down, dear’ and spent so much time ‘chillaxing’ in Cornwall, where he could forget about his ‘cast-iron’ promises on an EU referendum.

Five years is a long time in politics. Fortunately, it has also been a fertile period for the Telegraph’s legion of witty letter writers and their loyal army of fans. Notwithstanding Private Eye’s entertaining caricature of Sir Herbert Gussett, the ur-Telegraph letter writer and resident of The Old Asylum, Loonraker, Somerset, our diverse correspondents are endowed with a rare combination of mischief, erudition and robust common sense which makes them particularly astute political commentators.

Where else, except on the letters pages of the Daily Telegraph, could you find a diplomat who met Gaddafi during the revolution in 1969; a television producer who unsuccessfully had the frighteners put on him by Alastair Campbell; an MP who took part in the EU membership debate of 1975; and a relative of the Earl of Essex, who had his ears boxed by Queen Elizabeth I, who hopes that the present Queen will do the same to David Cameron? They are all collected together in this book, alongside a smattering of retired colonels (and squadron leaders); peers, QCs and irate citizens; Frederick Forsyth, who is rather opposed to the EU; Oleg Gordievsky, who is equally antipathetic to Vladimir Putin; a man who knocked over Harold Wilson while on holiday in the 1960s on the Isles of Scilly; a brave fellow who bumped into Denis Thatcher in the loo and suggested that his wife should resign; and someone who met Ed Balls on a train and thought he would benefit from reading the Telegraph.

Of course, all lawmakers should follow such wise advice and find out what the electorate is really thinking. While anyone can rant on Twitter about current affairs, only Telegraph letter writers would think to compare the Leveson report to John Milton’s Areopagitica; Islamic State to Valerius Maximus; coalition disharmony to the feuding between Balfour and Bonar Law; the London riots of 2011 to the Gordon Riots of 1780; Nick Clegg’s work ethic to that of Field Marshal Viscount Slim; or Plebgate to Mr Toad’s fifteen-year sentence for ‘cheeking the police’.

To all our wonderful letter writers, as well as to Sally Peck, Deputy Letters Editor at the Telegraph, who mined the archives with great skill, my grateful thanks for providing such a fun and wide-ranging retrospective on the Coalition government.

Whether providing serious insight into the rise of UKIP or gloriously silly analysis of George Osborne’s glottal stops and David Cameron’s dress sense, theirs is a welcome voice of sanity in a world in which the lunatics appear finally to have taken over the asylum.

Iain Hollingshead
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