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Matt Potter is an author, journalist, broadcaster and editor whose work has taken him from Sony awards and the BBC to the Daily Telegraph, and from Afghanistan to the stage of Madison Square Garden. His 2011 book Outlaws Inc. has been published in four different languages and more than seventeen countries, and won praise from places as diverse as the Literary Review, BBC5Live, the Washington Post, Bizarre magazine and Fox News. He has also written numerous books for the BBC. For almost two decades, he has ghostwritten for world leaders, Hollywood actors, CEOs and rock stars. Since 1987, he has also written parting shots on demand – as far as he knows, he is the world’s only resignation ventriloquist. This book is the fruit of a professional journey and a private obsession.

 

Praise for the hardback

‘Just magnificent – an alternate history of our time’ – Monocle

‘A hilarious history of the resignation letter… Potter examines our fascination with parting shots’ – Telegraph

‘There is a poetry to the best resignations that comes from having nothing to lose” – Independent

‘Will leave you silently applauding or, maybe, looking to the door yourself’ – Metro

‘Will make you want to quit your job immediately’ – Buzzfeed

‘A cracking read’ – Daily Politics

‘Celebrates the art of the elegant – or explosive – resignation’ – The Week

‘The sort of book that makes you think, long after you’ve put it down’ – Rev. Richard Coles, BBC Saturday Live
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Prologue: The Quitter’s Tale

The rising into place is laborious, and by pains men come to greater pains; and it is sometimes base, and by indignities men come to dignities. The standing is slippery, and the regress is either downfall, or at least an eclipse.

Francis Bacon, Essay XI: Of Great Place

History is written by the winners. It’s the survivors – the faithful servants, the insiders, the ones who stick around, who can adapt to almost any condition – who get to write the official histories.

They publish the memoirs. They park in the directors’ spots, erect the statues; the new governments; wipe out the pockets of resistance; recruit new starters; set agendas; talk on documentaries and retrospectives.

Yet theirs – the official version – is never the whole story. There’s another side that we only glimpse through the cracks.

The quitter’s tale offers a far more compelling, and often a more honest take. It’s one of self-deception, loyalty, bloody knives, betrayal, honour, disgrace, morality, disgust, love, thwarted ambition, duty, dread, and shattered hopes. (If future archaeologists unearth our HR filing cabinets, they’ll conclude that we were all Shakespeares.)

So parting shots can speak to us as history. But they appeal to the amateur psychologist, the wannabe forensic surgeon, the gumshoe at the core of every journalist too.

I collect them. I’ve even ghostwritten a few for other people. Like most hobbies, this was one I slipped into without noticing. I’ve always been good at putting things into words, and it started with me amending, then supplying, job applications, begging letters, complaints and letters of resignation for a few close friends. Along the way, it’s taken in official statements from rock bands, Brazilian bankers, businesspeople and everything in between.

You get to know some odd things. Like the fact that most resignations never make it beyond the draft stage. It’s a kind of cheap therapy: the would-be resigner finds it comforting, empowering even, to know what they could say if they needed to; to feel the power they could call on as a last resort. I know plenty of people who keep a copy in their pocket, or their desk drawer, just in case. Pre-empt a bad day. The Ace in the hole for any tricky conversation.

There are themes, resignation types, that crop up again and again.

There’s the dissection – a kiss-off as coolly devastating as a forensic accountant’s investigation of a flailing, corrupt multinational. There’s the genuine, heartfelt tribute. More common is the coded fuck-you: unfailingly polite, positive, glassy-eyed and totally equivocal. Very British.

The most fun are always the incendiary bombs. That’s when they just let go and do the multidirectional splatter-gun thing on an employer who’s been asking for it. Who doesn’t love hammering those out at the end of a long day?

They tell a secret story of our own time, too, You notice the patterns – how they blossom and cluster around economic curves, wars, new technologies; how they change when society changes. Without noticing, when we write ourselves out of a story, we plug into something larger than ourselves. The resignation statement is a very – maybe uniquely – personal take on the way a given story is unfolding. War in Iraq? The crisis in journalism? The collapse of communism? Vietnam? The rise of spin? Each era gets the resignations it deserves.

History and human nature: the low-level view, through the prism of the individual who decides to serve notice.

They become a rabbit-hole down which you discover a very different version of the world you think you inhabit. This version of the story isn’t written down in books years later: it is told at the time of greatest crisis, in short, desperate and often quickly composed parting shots, by men and women who can no longer hold on and hope for the best. For them, the resignation letter is a passport to a new life.

For the first time, they are beyond the reach of their superiors. They can say what they’ve been bottling up and damn the consequences. And when enough of them say it – or the right people listen – then just for a moment, the winners’ hold over history loosens. Empires fall, walls tumble, societies revolt.

This isn’t something that insiders – from corporations to governments – like to hear. And who can blame them? Every damaging resignation letter, every cornered truth attack, every out-of-control speech by a former friend, is more than just an inconvenience, to be countered with positive spin and internal memos: it’s an open challenge to the official version of the story, the perfectly controlled brand. They are breaks in an otherwise perfectly planned, smoothly executed narrative of the powerful. Holes in the program code. A rare, irresistible chance to hack into history’s shiny, unstoppable operation.

They are the memento mori. The terror that forces tyrants behind walls. Resignations remind us, publicly, of the one thing we do not want to hear from history’s ousted and outraged.

Today, me. Tomorrow, maybe you.

But whatever the motivation, a letter of resignation is never, ever just a letter of resignation, functional, forgettable. It’s the ultimate rushed autobiography; the only chance most of us will ever get to compose something like our memoir – at least for the professional self who is now departing. In the face of anything from corporate frustration to public ridicule, private treachery or moral outrage, this is our one and only chance to tell our side. It is history as written on the spot by those who reject the official version.

For better or worse, our resignations are also the only famous last words we’ll ever utter and then stick around to enjoy. For some, they are professional edge-play; a flirtation with the fantasy of eavesdropping on our own mourners. A little workplace death-tripping.

For some, it offers a last chance to explain themselves, and to damage the people who forced them out. For others, it’s a desperate last attempt to stop the voices – to stem the flow of criticism, escape scrutiny, overthrow the order, blow the whistle, or thwart the law. Image consultants, crisis management PRs, lawyers, writers-for-hire like me, get called in to help with those. But as you’ll see, the truth has a way of whispering its dark secrets between the lines of even the most careful spin.

For more, it can be the moment when, all other options exhausted, they finally face themselves. And whoever we choose to be in our resignations, we’d better be ready to live with that person for a long time afterwards.

This, after all, is the document nobody ever wants to write; it is a witness testimony we would rather not give.

Only this time – to use a phrase that crops up time and again in the statements themselves – we are left with no choice.

* * *

This brings us to the deepest mystery of the resignation letter. Amid the carnage and the coverage that follows – amid the post-mortems, investigations, tribunals, cover-ups, revolutions, career moves and crisis management campaigns – one question is always the same.

It is the question that the letters themselves try in vain to answer, over and over again – even as they explain, analyse, protest and bear witness to a million other details.

The question is: Why?

All the forces in the universe stack up against unburdening ourselves in a resignation letter. Professionally, it can be suicide. In practical terms, it is often self-defeating. Self-help books coach against unleashing its force; colleagues and confidantes urge caution, self-restraint. And yet we do it, and damn the consequences. We have no choice but to speak – in sorrow, love, grief, cold anger, thirst for revenge, wounded pride, the pain of injustice, loyalty, pangs of regret, throes of vengeful madness, deluded righteousness, panic, black distress, isolation, ecstasies of martyrdom, and a million other shades of human extremity – we need to say our piece even as we leave the stage.

So what will you say, when it’s your turn? It’s a question that haunts us all, even in our private moments online. (Just type ‘resignation letter’ into Google and you’ll find more than 33 million matches – almost double what you’ll find for universal ordeals like ‘childbirth’, ‘old age’ or even ‘bereavement’. What’s more, of these worldwide discussions of resignation letters, the vast majority are tutorials and examples.)

We bide our time at meetings, composing devastating goodbyes to our colleagues and paymasters. Even as we know we will never utter them, our mouths hold the shape of the words. They are our secret power. So we keep them close, and hone them through PowerPoint presentations and dressings-down.

Personally, I find something wonderful – redemptive even – in all of this. We can’t choose whether we go or not, but we can choose how we go.

It’s the stuff of life and death; of the great religions, of art and poetry and mythology, of the band on the Titanic, of cowboys dying with their boots on. Will we do it right when our turn comes?

Maybe, in the end, that’s what I hope this book can do for everyone who reads it. The untold history of some of our key moments is all very well. But when it comes down to it, all these great, moving, vicious, magnanimous, deluded, honest, sensational, sad, desperate, spectacular, angry, betrayed, hopeful, calculating, beseeching, vengeful, tired, self-erasing, self-aggrandizing, triumphant letters are all from people just like you and me, all trying to figure out how to deal with a bad situation in the best way they can.

The raw basics of existence.

Sometimes they’ve only themselves to blame. Sometimes it’s the other guy. Sometimes, well, things just didn’t work out. And if the way they’ve found their exit can help you figure out how to find yours, then good for you.

Personally, I’ve got a feeling that, for me, they hold the key to something more. Maybe this book is my attempt to find out what it is. Wish me luck.

Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some correspondence to catch up on.

Matt Potter, August 2014
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