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On Sunday 5th January, Leicester 

witnessed a major demonstration in 

support of a secular India. This followed 

the passing into law of the 

India in recent years has seen an increase 

in discrimination and violence against 

both minority religions and the rationalist 

and atheist community. This is despite its 

long held secularist/rationalist and 

religious traditions of tolerance and 

respect. Secular political parties and 

constitutional secularism have been losing 

out to religious partisanship and 

radicalization. The Office of the United 

Nations High Commissioner for Human 

Rights called the new law "fundamentally 

discriminatory.”

The demonstration was organised by a 

group with connections to India and was 

supported by the Leicester Secular Society. 

President of the Secular Society, Ned 

Newitt, was among the many who 

addressed the crowd at the Clock Tower.

Citizenship 

(Amendment) Act, 2019 in India. For the 

first time this act overtly used religion as a 

criterion for citizenship under Indian law.

It is feared that the Act will be used, along 

with the National Register of Citizens, to 

render many Muslim citizens stateless. It 

is thought that many may be unable to 

meet the stringent requirements for proof 

of identity. 
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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The Secrets of the Ancient Hawthorn Tree

 

I know dragons are alive and well. 

For I found them nesting in an ancient 
Hawthorn tree. 

They're not big and scary, 

The size of a black bird barely, 

They play hide and seek, 

Flitz and flutter all about. 

I had wondered where my fish had gone. 

The pond is rather bare. 

Dragons have been fishing there, 

For their nestling in an ancient 
Hawthorne tree.

Lorna Grossner

This wonderful needle felted animal fabric sculpture of 
boxing mountain hares was made by Lorna Grossner. She 
discovered this new material last July. The hares were 
photographed in one of the greenhouses at Belgrave Hall. 

Harry Perry, a former president of the Secular Society, says “I 
took up painting after ending my direct involvement with that 
bloody building!......Apologies for the enormous signature line 
– but it was a spoof, and a play on designer labels.”

Harry’s GalleryLorna’s Artwork

Inspired by the enormous bush fires in Australia – remember 
them?  Gave an opportunity to splash some real colour around.

 A photo that came out of the Great March of Return on the Gaza-
Israel border last year.  I think the photo has all the hallmarks of 
other iconic pictures like the GIs with the Stars and Stripes at Iwo 
Jima and the Red Army erecting the Hammer and Sickle over the 
Reichstag.  You will all know of the war crimes of the Israeli Army 
during this event – snipers picking off individual Palestinian 
protestors to kill or maim with impunity.  BDS.
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from the
editor

Staying Together 
At the time of writing we have lost 

three members of the Society. Two 

of them to Covid 19. Many more 

of us  are vulnerable.

Our condolences must go to the 

families of those who have died 

and we hope that in due course 

we will be able to commemorate 

their lives and achievements in a 

meaningful way.

 With no end in sight of danger 

from Covid 19, we do not know 

when we will be able to resume 

our usual programme of lectures. 

We also do not know when we 

will be able to continue with being 

able to let the Hall for meetings. 

Although Leicester remains in 

lockdown, members have been 

meeting together on l ine.   

Gradually we have got to grips 

with the technology and are using 

Zoom for informal chats on 

Thursday and for lectures on 

Sunday. 

This started with a small group 

and numbers have steadily 

grown. It has  attracted some 

people who have never set foot in 

the Secular Hall. We even had a 

lecture on Easter Sunday which 

was a break with tradition.

The Red Leicester Choir has also 

continued to sing on Wednesdays 

in the same way. They seem to 

have found a way to sing together 

despite the delay on the line.

The problem is that you do need a 

computer and you also need a link 

to log in. The link is being sent out 

with the weekly email. For those 

wi thout  the  in ternet ,  the  

Secularist will carry a digest of all 

the talks that are given. 

MICHAEL GERARD
Michael Gerard was a stalwart and 

long standing member of the 

Leicester Secular Society. He was 

instantly recognizably by his hats  

and his distinctive rich plummy 

voice. Michael was president of the 

Society in 2011.

Before retiring, Michael was a 

peripatetic teacher who taught 

partially sighted children. He had a 

great love of music and his violin 

playing was the foundation of the 

Greenshoots Ceilidh band. However 

he also played in various classical 

ensembles, including the University 

of Leicester Symphonia as well the 

Leicester Community Concert Band, 

the Regenerates and the Afro City 

Swingsters. He was an ardent fan of 

Wagner and recently attended a 

complete performance of the Ring 

Cycle. (a full performance of the 

cycle takes place over four nights at 

the opera, with a total playing time of 

about 15 hours)

Michael was always learning new 

instruments including the flute, 

french horn, the trombone, pocket 

trumpet and clarinet. He was 

undaunted by his failing eyesight 

and had his music blown up into 

large, extra large and gigantic 

proportions. When that was of no 

avail,  he decided to learn it.

Michael’s political pedigree was 

decidedly Anarchist and he was 

involved in a host of causes, 

Having been ill with what he 

thought was pneumonia, Michael 

was rushed to hospital on March 

16th and put into an induced coma. 

Tests revealed that he had Covid 19 

and the quarantine regulations at the 

Royal Infirmary meant that his 

family were unable to see him. He 

died on Sunday March 22nd. 

Passion for Music

Campaigner

campaigns and pressure groups. 

These included  C.N.D., the 

Palestine Solidarity Campaign and 

the Friends of Bethlehem. He helped 

arrange the visits of children from 

Bethlehem and the shipment of 

surplus musical instruments to 

Cuba. He took a great interest in the 

politics of South America, visiting 

Guatemala and Nicaragua, learning 

Spanish in the process.

Michael was a longstanding member 

of the Secular Society and one of its 

strongest advocates. He always 

a r g u e d  t h a t  d e s p i t e  t h e  

disadvantages of having to manage 

a historic building, the Secular Hall 

had helped keep the Secular Society 

going 

Michael always appreciated good 

wine and food and was a good cook. 

Although he had been in failing 

health for some years, he never let it 

deter him from foreign adventures, 

participating in political campaigns 

and playing music. 

An Ardent Secularist

Michael playing at his 70th birthday 
party. Michael was a former 
President of the Leicester Secular 
Society and a member of the 
Society's Board. 
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lithograph of hunger marchers. An exhibition by the AIA in 1935, Artists 

against Fascism and War, included traditionalists such as Laura Knight and 

Augustus John, avant-garde such as Henry Moore, Barbara  Hepworth and 

Ben Nicholson, as well as socially committed artists such as Cliff Rowe and 

Peter Peri. Rowe worked as an illustrator and in his paintings used abstract 

composition and a restricted palette, as in Woman cleaning a locomotive. His 

huge painting of the Tolpuddle martyrs is 36 x 12m. Peri had been a refugee 

 Christine Lindey gave a 
lecture to the Society on 
November 10th. 

Christine started by mentioning 

William Morris who had earlier 

spoken about art and socialism in the 

Secular Hall. Her talk would be 

about the period from 1930s to 1950s 

when few artists were committed to 

overt representation, to which 

socially committed artists were an 

exception.  Some  gained their 

commitment during the First World 

War, such as Laurence Bradshaw 

w h o  wa s  i m p r i s o n e d  a s  a  

conscientious objector. He later 

joined the Communist Party and 

constructed the monument to Karl 

Marx in Highgate Cemetery. Other 

sources of inspiration were the 

Russian Revolution, the 1929 

financial crash and the Spanish Civil 

War. The aim of these artists was to 

politicise the working class and 

oppose Oswald Mosley and his 

fascist movement. The means 

included illustrations, placards and 

leaflets as well as the more 

conventional forms of painting and 

sculpture. This was a different 

attitude from that of the influential 

critic Roger Fry and the Bloomsbury 

Group  and also some left-wing 

artists such as Henry Moore who all 

kept art separate from politics. 

Artists International was founded in 

1933, one of the artists being Percy 

Horton, a conscientious objector 

during WWI. Among his works was 

a portrait of an unemployed man. AI 

held an exhibition, The Social Scene, 

in 1934. The Artists International 

Association was a successor to the 

A r t i s t s  I n t e r n a t i o n a l ,   l e s s  

specifically Marxist following the 

P o p u l a r  F r o n t  s t r a t e g y  o f  

communist parties across Europe.  

James Boswell continued into 

membership of the AIA and made 

the series of Everyman prints and a 

Art for All: British Socially Committed Art
Anthony Matthew
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Woman cleaning locomotive in St Pancras cleaning yard, Cliffe 
Rowe, 1942, watercolour on board. (National Railway) Museum

Camden Town 1939, Lithograph 1940 
(Imperial War Museum)

Priscilla Thornycroft, 
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dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley



Leicester Secularist 5

from the collapse of the short-lived Hungarian Soviet.  
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Eva Frankfurther, West Indian Waitresses, ca. 
1955, 

Peter Peri's footballers were created in 1952 to 
brighten up a post-war council block Wareham 
House, Carroun Road, London  SW8. One of 
the footballers is of African heritage.
The sparring players were built up in multi-
coloured concrete troweled on to wire mesh 
secured to the wall.
Unfortunately, the footballers face not onto 
the public space of Carroun Road but the 
internal courtyard and it means this work of art 
looks out over the bins.
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 
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never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley



AMAZING FIND OF HISTORIC JOURNAL

Thanks to the generosity of Chris Williams, the Secular 

Society has acquired “The Journal.” It is a hand written 

magazine produced by and for members of the 

Leicester Secular Club. Chris found the Journal 

advertised for sale in an antiquarian bookseller’s 

catalogue and bought it. At present, nobody knows 

where it has been for the last 146 years.  The Journal 

runs from January 1874 until 1875 when it looks as if 

enthusiasm of the editor waned.  It is the ancestor of 

today’s Secularist.

In 1872, the Secular Hall Company had acquired the 

land where the Secular Hall was eventually built (1879-

1881). The advent of The Journal must have coincided 

with the Secular Club’s move into new, but temporary, 

premises in one of the houses on the site at 75 

Humberstone Gate.

The Secular Club was distinct from the Leicester Secular 

Society. Although you had to be a Secular Society 

member to be on the committee of the Club, many of the 

hundred members of the Club were not members of the 

Society.  The Club was a place where you could get a 

beer, smoke and read the papers. It also organised social 

activities, talks and discussions and had a distinct 

working class character. The Secular Club merged with 

the Secular Society in the 1880s, but the club room and 

activity continued in existence. Although the Club was 

forced to go teetotal by the kill joy Secularist organiser 

F.J. Gould in 1902, the Club Room contained snooker 

tables up until the 1960s. Today the Club Room is the 

Gimson Room where lectures take place.

The idea of the Journal was to enable members to have 

their say by writing their own comments and 

observations. It is likely that it was passed around the 

members of the Club and used like a 21st century online 

mesage board. The Journal reflects the Secularists’ 

commitment to free discussion and debate and its 

intention was to provide the same facility for comment.

The Journal fills in important gaps in the history of 

Secularism in Leicester and provides names of some of 

the activists and dates of meetings. One interesting 

story contained in the Journal refers to a visit to an ‘old’ 

friend Mr Bradly who was elderly and infirm who was 

being 

. This was against the old 

man’s wishes and they were told to go. 

It turns out that Mr Bradly was receiving 5/- a week 

from the former Chartist leader Thomas Cooper 

because Mr Brady had offered Cooper's wife asylum in 

his home whilst Cooper was in prison for ‘seditious 

conspiracy’ in 1843.  At that time Cooper had became 

quite close to the Owenites and later Secularists, though 

he later had a dramatic reconversion to back to being 

Baptist. It is nice to know that he remembered the 

kindness offered to his wife.

If you would like to help transcribe a page or two of the  

handwritten journal, please get in touch with Gillian 

Lighton.

visited by religious fanatics  probably in the hope 

of a deathbed conversion

6 Leicester Secularist 

The Journal of the Leicester Secular Club 1874 - 1875

Ned Newitt

Chris Williams found the 
Journal advertised in an 
antiquarian bookseller’s 
catalogue. He bought it and 
donated it to Leicester Secular 
Society.
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unreasonably say, and of course I 
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anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 
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of the world. But in Britain claims to 
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coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  
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In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.
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from the National Secular Society

Barry Dufour

My friend and academic colleague 

has died at the age of 89 after 

suffering from Covid-19, having 

been already weakened by a recent 

bout of pneumonia. 

We had worked together at the 

University of Leicester School of 

Education throughout the 1970s 

and into the 1980s, with Doug 

t r a i n i n g  t e a c h e r s  t o  t e a c h  

Humanities. 

The School of Education in 

Leicester has always been one of 

the distinctive institutions for 

training teachers, with a mixture of 

liberals and traditionalists on its 

teaching staff; the director, the 

great educational historian, 

Professor Brian Simon, reluctantly 

chairing staff meetings and trying 

to keep order, often with an 

impassioned Doug Holly objecting 

to something that had been said or 

agreed on. 

Doug's passion no doubt came 

from his birth in Tonypandy, his 

pride in his Welsh Rhondda Valley. 

Doug's own education was at 

Queen Mary College, London, and 

at the Institute of Education, 

University of London (where he 

trained to be a teacher), both places 

where he enjoyed life and occupied 

senior positions in the student 

unions, including president.   

Doug's working life began teaching 

in  some of  London 's  f i r s t  

comprehensive schools, which 

suited his commitments to a less 

divided secondary school system. 

At the School of Education, in the 

1 9 7 0 s ,  h e  p u b l i s h e d  t h r e e  

i m p o r t a n t  b o o k s  i n  q u i c k  

succession that outlined his views 

on education. These were: Society, 

Schools and Humanity (1971 and 

1972), Beyond Curriculum (1973 and 

hardback 1974) and Education or 

Domination?, (1974) Many who 

knew his work felt that with such an 

important  output of  deeply 

philosophical and critical writings 

on education and society, he would 

have been awarded a professorship. 

But Doug's radical views were likely 

contributors to a lack of such a 

promotion from his employers.  

As time went on and he became even 

more disillusioned with the UK's 

fa i lure  to  deve lop  genuine  

comprehensive schooling, he 

became active nationally in a wide 

range of campaigning organisations 

such as the Red-Green Alliance, 

Campaign Against Arms Trade and 

m a n y  m o r e  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  

environment including Friends of 

the Earth. 

In the end, he accepted, with his 

increasing age, that he could not 

cope living alone and entered an 

excellent care home in Leicester that 

looked after him till the end. 

He leaves his ex-wife Eileen, his 

three grown up girls, Sue, Judi and 

Maggie, and a considerable number 

o f  f r i e n d s  i n  t h e  U K  a n d  

internationally, including a small 

g r o u p  o f  u s  -  ' t h e  a g e i n g  

intellectuals' - who would try to visit 

him once a week while he was in the 

care home.  

DOUG HOLLY: Lifelong Educationist

Doug Holly, 10th July 1930 - 3rd April 2020

The Burns night celebrations in 
January was a sell out event. Its 
great success was helped by all the 
volunteers who helped on the 
night, especially Denise, Helen, 
Janet, Mike, Penny, Trevor, Umesh 
and Veronica who was in charge of 
catering.

Jan is reciting: ‘Address to the 
Haggis’ 

BURNS NIGHT
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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Leicester’s Influenza Epidemic 1918-1919

Ned Newitt

1,600 DIED IN PUBLIC HEALTH DISASTER

There was no social distancing in November 1918. The Mayor of Leicester, 
Walter Lovell, declares that the war is over to a packed Town Hall Square. The 
previous week 147 people had died from influenza.

The Spanish Flu came to Leicester in 

three waves: Summer and Autumn 

1918 and Spring 1919. Like Covid 19, 

there was no cure, but there was no 

lockdown, because Britain was at 

war. Press censorship meant that the 

scale of the epidemic was played 

down and the Government's medical 

advisor tailored his advice to suit the 

interests of the war effort. There was 

no central planning and little  

guidance was given to local councils.

Young People Most Vulnerable

Unlike the Coronavirus, the worst 

affected were young people in the 

prime of life and in Leicester the first 

person to die was 19 year old Evelyn 

Fearn, a wool spinner of Dorset 

Street. Schools were closed during all 

three waves of the pandemic, partly 

to stop the spead of influenza and 

partly because there were so many 

children and teachers off sick. 

Leicester's Medical Officer of Health, 

Dr C. Killick Millard advised people 

to seek fresh air: either in the parks or 

by leaving windows open. It was felt 

that fresh air diluted the 'germs.' Dr 

Millard also advised employers to 

sweep up dust every day, because it 

was believed that the germs were in 

the dust. Because there was no cure, 

there were a host of quack remedies 

and even well-known brands like 

Oxo and Bovril made false claims 

about their products. 

Hospitals Full

The influenza epidemic struck at the 

worst possible time. 

Leicester 

had become a hub for the treatment 

of wounded soldiers and local 

hospitals had little or no space. What 

is now the General Hospital had 

become a military hospital and the 

Royal Infirmary was full of the 

wounded. 

The second wave of the epidemic 

struck Leicester in early October 

1918. It began with five deaths in the 

second week, then 54 deaths and 

Half Britain's 

doctors were at the front as were 

many volunteer nurses. 

then 194 deaths. In the worst week 356 

people died. With the hospitals 

already full of wounded soldiers, 

many of those sick with the flu were 

turned away and had to stay in their 

own homes. When a bed did become 

available, it was women and children 

first. Whole households were struck 

down, leaving no one to care for them 

and the Council made urgent appeals 

for volunteers to come forward to act 

as nurses.

Shortage of Coffins

Extra grave diggers had to be found 

for the cemeteries, whilst the local 

tram and railway workshops started 

to produce coffins. Undertakers had 

long waiting lists and frequently 

hearses carried more than one coffin. 

which were often buried in the same 

grave. Undertakers had to make a 

q u i c k  t u r n a r o u n d  a n d  o n e  

correspondent reported seeing three 

funerals corteges in the space of a 

mile: all were trotting so they could 

get to the cemetery as quickly as 

possible.

Unlike Cholera and Typhus, the flu 

was not a notifiable disease.  

F r e q u e n t l y  p n e u m o n i a  a n d  

bronchitis were cited as the cause of 

death when it was really the flu. As a 

result, there 

 

Precautions Opposed

The Town Council convened a 

meeting to persuade managers of 

public venues to take precautions. It 

was the view of the Mayor Sir 

Jonathan North that all places where 

people congregated should be closed.  

That included churches and chapels 

and if possible public-houses too. 

There was combined opposition to 

any attempt at closures. Reverend 

W.T. Elliot, the Rural Dean claimed 

there was no authority short of a royal 

proclamation that could order 

was not an accurate 

record of the spread of the infection. 
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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churches to be closed. Closing 

churches at a time when people were 

in ‘very great sorrow and bereavement 

and to deny them the opportunity of 

public prayer would be a profoundly 

irreligious step.' 

The cinema owners claimed they 

were doing useful service by taking 

people's minds off the seriousness of 

the situation, whilst the publicans 

cited the impossibility of trying to 

prevent overcrowding in pubs.  

Dr. Millard said he would like to 

close the factories too, but they could 

not suspend the industries of the 

town. In the end, all that was agreed 

was that cinemas and theatres 

should be ventilated every couple of 

hours. Placards, printed in red ink, 

were also posted around town 

warning people to avoid crowded 

rooms or halls and to seek fresh air. 

However on the following Monday, 

at the height of the epidemic, the 

press reported that there were 

crowded houses at the Leicester 

Palace Theatre.

Remedies

In Leicester, doctors were run off 

their feet. One doctor dealt with the  

situation by summoning the 25 

influenza patients he had in one 

street and then wrote them just one 

prescription, telling them to pass it 

along to their neighbours. Gargling 

with a solution of borax, salt and a 

crystal of potassium permanganate, 

was one favoured preventative 

measure, however doctors most 

commonly prescribed whiskey or 

brandy. It was  in short supply and as 

the epidemic spread, there were calls 

for larger supplies to be released to 

treat the sick.

By Christmas Day 1918, the 

epidemic had subsided and the 

Mercury reported that hundreds, 

maybe thousands of people had 

converged on Welford Road 

Cemetery to lay flowers on the new 

graves. “With no headstones to impede 

the view, the ground here appeared, from 

a short distance away, to be one mass of 

flowers.”

Wealth No Barrier?

The third and final spring wave of 

influenza started quite suddenly in 

February. It began at the Military 

Hospital. (now the Fielding Johnson 

building) and spread to the town. 

Although it was said to be ‘mild’ In 

comparison with the autumn wave, 

261 people died during February 

and March 1919. Despite the fact that 

the war effort was over, work in the 

factories carried on regardless.  

In the aftermath of the pandemic 

much was made of the fact that 

wealth had little impact on who 

caught influenza. In Leicester, 

notable citizens like 23 year old Mrs 

Cynthia Fielding Johnson  and 

Norma Land, wife of the Bishop of 

Leicester were among those who  

died. Whilst wealth did not confer 

protection, those working in 

enclosed and crowded settings such 

as factories, hospitals, troop ships, 

workhouses and mines were most 

vulnerable. Poor areas which 

already had high death rates from TB 

etc, also had higher mortality from 

Spanish flu.

Death Toll

In total 1,600 died from flu in the City 

of Leicester, probably about 3,200 for 

the whole of Leicestershire. These 

deaths took place over 9 months and 

compare with the 9,348 people from 

Leicestershire killed in the course of 

four years & 3 months of war. Yet the 

victims of the flu pandemic have no 

memorials, no rolls of honour, no 

remembrance days or church 

services. They were as much 

casualties of WW1 as the young men 

who died in the trenches. The phrase 

“Lest we forget” now seems 

singularly inappropriate, since such a 

large number of the dead have never 

been remembered. From the very 

outset, their deaths were played 

down and seen as collateral damage.

News of 358 deaths in one week was 
buried at the bottom of page 3 in the 
Leicester Daily Post, November 1918

News of 953 deaths in one day was not 
carried on the front page of the Sun in 
April 2020.

Crowded factories kept working
A

 

As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley



Crotch Height Perspective
Anthony Matthew

Steph Derham was born with spina 

bifida, a condition caused by the 

spine not developing normally in the 

foetus, damaging the spinal cord. 

The extent of the damage depends 

on how high up the spine the defect 

occurs. In Steph's case her legs are 

unusable and she gets about in a 

wheelchair. (In 90% of cases the 

person also has hydrocephalus, 

which requires fluid to be drained 

from the brain. A child of Roald Dahl 

had this condition and he designed 

an improved device for the 

procedure.)

Steph was born in 1961 and the 

condition is associated with spring 

firstborns in working class families, 

though that does not apply to her. 

There was a story at the time that the 

mother eating green potatoes is a 

factor. This has not been confirmed 

but it is related to nutrition since 

taking folic acid is known to reduce 

the risk. (Steph thought that was not 

widely known at the time of her 

birth, but she seems to have been 

unlucky in that respect.) In Australia 

folic acid is added to bread but that is 

not required in this country. When 

she herself was pregnant in 1983 she 

requested folic acid and she was 

referred to a genetic counsellor. 

There is  a 4% chance that a mother 

with spina bifida will have a child 

with the same condition (compared 

w i t h  0 . 1 %  g e n e r a l l y )  a n d  

termination was recommended. 

Steph refused that and a scan at 20 

weeks showed the foetus to be 

healthy.

Schools Inaccessible
Her parents took a positive view of 

her condition although she was 

forecast by doctors to have no 

reasonable quality of life. She lived in 

Evington but spent much time in 

hospital and hence missed school. 

She when she became 11 there was 

no secondary school with accessible 

facilities but her parents persuaded 

the local education authority to pay 

for her at a boarding school in 

Hampshire for disabled girls. This 

was the first time she had met other 

disabled children. The school 

developed her potential, including 

sports such as swimming and 

wheelchair basketball.

When she left school and looked for a 

j o b  s h e  c a m e  u p  a g a i n s t  

discrimination,  going round 

employment agencies without 

success, eventually finding work 

through a friend of a friend. Much of 

her career was with Leicestershire 

Police but she took early retirement 

i n  2 0 1 8  a f t e r  s u f f e r i n g  

discrimination from a sergeant who 

often referred to her as “the woman 

in the wheelchair”. With time on her 

hands her son encouraged her to 

write a book about her life, with the 

arresting title 'Crotch Height 

Perspective', which has been 

published.

Children
She has three sons and has been 

married three times, her present 

husband Graham accompanying her 

to the talk. A curious child asked her 

about the practicality of giving birth 

and she has also had questions about 

her swimming and driving. Life is 

more expensive for the disabled, for 

example in reducing the choice of 

hotel rooms. Trains are now more 

accessible, while in the 1970s  she 

had to travel home from school in the 

g u a r d s '  v a n .  T h e  L o n d o n  

Underground is unreliable and 

buses have only one space for a 

wheelchair or pushchair.

In the 1950s spina bifida babies were 

often left to starve to death in 

hospitals, so Steph was fortunate to 

be born at home. However, 80% of 

cases detected today by a scan result 

in termination. There were no 

ultrasound scans in 1961 but Steph's 

mother said if she had had the option 

then she would have chosen 

termination. Now it is possible to 

remove a foetus from the womb at 20 

weeks, repair the spinal damage and 

replace it.

Steph  makes a point of assessing 

disabled toilets and the Secular Hall  

got less than full marks. She was  

asked how her condition affected her 

siblings and she thought it had been 

profound with her brother often left 

in the care of a neighbour. Another 

question asked how her case 

compared with that of someone who 

becomes disabled later in life and she 

thought there was some consolation 

in not missing experiences she has 

never had, such as riding a bicycle.

Clearly Steph has succeeded in 

establishing herself as a person 

despite her lower perspective.
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Steph Derham
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley



Hamish Whiteley

Many years ago when I used to 

lecture in theatre I greeted my first 

year degree students with a street 

map of Leicester directing them to 

some particular locations and a short 

list of instructions. The locations 

included the Malcolm Arcade 

betweek Silver Street and Cank 

Street, the top of Horsefair Street 

opposite the side of the town hall, 

and the Argos shop at the top of 

Belgrave Gate. The instructions were 

simple, 'Find out why, as Drama 

students, I have sent you here'; ever 

helpful I included a hint, 'Old people 

may be the best people to ask.'

The answer was simple, but the 

lesson was important, for these were 

all sites of major Leicester theatres 

and music halls in the nineteenth 

and early twentieth century. Here 

were magnificent places where 

many thousands of people would 

gather  and enjoy nights  of  

en ter ta inment ,  warmth  and  

companionship, but which have 

now disappeared from the city and 

which linger only in the memories of 

some of our older residents.

It is a history which although lost to 

us, is wonderfully documented by 

Richard and Helen Leacroft in their 

book The Theatre in Leicestershire, 

published by the Leicestershire 

Museums and Information Service. 

Helen Leacroft was born in the 

county and after attending RADA 

worked at the Theatre Royal in 

Leicester where she met her 

husband Richard who was working 

at a stage designer. Together they 

produced sixteen books, about 

architecture and theatre design, and 

their research and documentation of 

Leicester Theatre history means that 

Leicester has the best documentary 

record of our theatrical history 

outside London.

In my short talk on Zoom on April 

5th I tried not to go into great detail 

about the wonderful buildings that 

we have lost, but to try and convey 

something of the impact that theatres 

had on the lives of people at the time. 

Through the early and mid part of 

the nineteenth century the Theatre 

Royal in Horsefair Street was the 

centre of theatrical life, although the 

city also hosted many smaller venues 

for theatrical performances, as well 

as music halls, and amphitheatres for 

circus and other spectacular 

entertainments.  The Theatre Royal 

held about 1250 people, 450 in the 

pit, 350 in the more expensive 

galleries and 450-500 in the gods. The 

auditorium remained lit and an 

evening's programme would consist 

of a mixture of short entertainments, 

Shakespeare or other 'classic' plays, 

melodramas, or other spectacular 

devised entertainments. Audiences 

could be rowdy and at times the 

police would sometimes be called to 

restore order; apples raining down 

from the gods were a frequently 

reported problem. We tend to think 

of melodrama these days in a very 

perjorative way, but an expansive, 

spectacular style of performance and 

s t a g i n g  w a s  n e e d e d  w h e n  

performing to large audiences who 

were attending the theatre partly to 

enjoy the performance, but also to 

meet friends, and escape the 

privations of crowded, badly lit and 

unsanitary housing.  In 1876 the 

Royal Opera House between Cank 

Street and Silver Street was opened, 

seating about 2,400 people.  The aim 

of this theatre was to cater for a more 

upmarket  audience,  but  the 

performances provided followed the 

same familiar pattern. The advent of 

the railways enabled national stars to 

tour the country; Henry Irving was 

the highlight of the 1878 season at the 

Theatre Royal, performing his 

Hamlet, The Bells (a spectacular 

melodramatic ghost story) and as Mr 

Jingle in a version of Dickens' 

Pickwick Papers.

By the time the Palace Theatre seating 

3500 was opened in Belgrave Gate in 

1901 the theatre was already 

beginning to decline. Improved 

housing, increasing levels of income 

and alternative attractions such as 

professional sport and public 

lectures, (such as the programme 

provided free of charge at the Secular 

Hall) meant that the theatre had 

competion for its audience, a process 

that accelerated with the advent of 

cinema in the 1920's.  By the end of 

the 1950's the theatres had been 

demolished, and now we have Argos, 

where once we had magnificent 

centres  of  af fordable  publ ic  

entertainment.

The Theatre in Leicester
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Hamish gave this talk to members via Zoom on the internet on Sunday 5th April, 

It was the first ever Secular Society lecture delivered solely on line. Talks have 

continued at the usual time on Sunday ever since.

The Royal Opera House frontage, late 
1950s Leicestershire Record Office

Theatre Royal, Horsefair Street. 1950s
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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We Can Afford To Do What We Can Do
Frank Friedman
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“We can afford what we can do”.  So 

begins Ann Pettifor in the preface to 

her book “The Case for the Green New 

Deal”, slightly rephrasing a quote 

attributed to JM Keynes.

It is the most superbly succinct 

summary of economics that I have 

seen.

On its own, it lacks political content 

because it doesn't address the 

question of what we should do.  But 

its power resides in placing the focus 

on what we can do, and that forces us 

to consider first what needs to be 

done, and only then, if it has a role to 

play at all, to consider how to adapt 

the money-system to facilitate 

getting those things done.

Fallacies
Unfortunately the pernicious 

household budget model of state 

s p e n d i n g  i s  s o  t h o r o u g h l y  

embedded in our minds (sadly 

almost universally unquestioned in 

the media, both right and left) that 

it's hard to shift the fallacy that they 

are spending our hard-earned 

'taxpayer money', or worse, building 

up a debt that will burden and 

impoverish future generations.

But think about it - there would be no 

money at all if the state (including its 

agents, the banks, etc.) hadn't issued 

it in the first place.  The amount of its 

own money the state can issue 

(whether by crediting bank accounts 

or as IOU tokens – cash) is truly 

unlimited.

Ann Pettifor's phrase embodies the 

constraint – it's real and material – 

it's 'what we can do' – not some 

contrived number of £billions.  No 

amount of money can purchase what 

is beyond the capacity of available 

workers (the unprecedented number 

of volunteers shows that there's no 

s h o r t a g e  o f  t h e s e )  a n d  

environmenta l  resources  to  

produce.

The other end of the cycle is taxation, 

where  money is  e f fect ively  

destroyed - it doesn't fund anything 

– it simply disappears, just as the 

credits scroll off the top at the end of 

a film.

Repurpose the Economy
We don't need to wait for billionaires 

to bail us out.  We do need to 

recognise that their vast wealth is 

money that has not been removed 

from circulation as tax yet.  We must 

repurpose our economy to protect 

and enhance the things that matter, 

meeting everyone's needs, and 

a b o v e  a l l ,  p r o t e c t i n g  t h e  

environment. 

So don't heed those who warn of 

even tougher austerity to come as we 

struggle to pay back COVID-19 

government borrowing, or appeals 

for ring-fenced NHS taxes.  All these 

are ploys to get us to accept ever 

worsening hardship and economic 

and environmental  damage.   

Appeals to review the triple lock on 

pensions (Simon Goodley, Guardian, 

, are divisive and will 

do nothing to secure the futures of 

the young. 

Much has been written by and on 

behalf of its detractors about 

“Modern Monetary Theory” (MMT) 

– often focusing on raising the fear of 

Weimar Germany and Zimbabwe's 

hyper-inflation.  But in both these 

cases, it was shortages (and the 

causes of these – that's another story) 

that led to enormous price hikes, 

which the issue of money, without 

the ability to direct it into production 

of necessities, was a failed attempt to 

ameliorate.

Resources on the Web
There are lots of resources for 
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learning about MMT on the web – in 

its essence it's much easier to 

understand than the machinations of 

the financial system we live with.

One of the things I find most 

optimistic about this is how (as 

Richard Murphy explained in his talk 

“How To Pay For It” at Secular Hall in 

2018) it shows that, given the right 

social and environmental objectives, 

we don't actually need to spend years 

trying to squeeze tax money out of 

the wealthy before starting to make a 

change for the better.

For a start, you might like to watch 

this presentation by Warren Mosler, 

in which he draws lessons from some 

Roman coins found at Pompeii 

(tinyurl.com/MoslerPompeii ).  

Remember, MMT is a description of 

how the money system works.  It is 

not prescriptive about how a 

government should spend.  I doubt if 

my priorities and Mosler's would be 

quite the same! 

This has been a brief summary. Do 

use some of your lock-down time to 

look up resources such as those on 

the Gower Initiative website 

(https://gimms.org.uk/) if you want 

the rigorous tools to counter the 

beliefs that constrain your economic 

optimism.

See back page for postscript

Other resources on the web via:

Richard Murphy's blog 

(taxresearch.org.uk), ·Stephanie Kelton, 

AOC (Alexandria Ocasio Cortez)

(but we can't afford afford to believe in the myths of 'Taxpayer Money')
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that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 
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earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 
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ever, I don't know what to do for the 
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sometimes imagine being whisked 
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doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 
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thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  
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In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 
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never taking it to school or out into 
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Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 
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Religion (a villanelle)
David Pollak

We do not need a father in the sky

Although this life is scary and 
perverse -

Let's just accept that all things have 
to die.

The dead are not observing from on 
high,

However much we'd like a 
constant nurse;

We do not need a father in the sky.

There's not a Hell in which we're 
going to fry;

The ageing process we just can't 
reverse.

Let's just accept that all things have 
to die.

That hell is other people is no lie.

Our loved ones all end up inside a 
hearse -

We still don't need a father in the 
sky.

There may be many things which 
make us cry,

But foolish superstition makes it 
worse.

Let's just accept that all things have 
to die.

Religion is a con we should not 
buy;

Let's not support it from the public 
purse.

We do not need a father in the sky;

Let's just accept that all things have 
to die.
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Gillian Lighton

SONJA GROSSNER 1942-2020
Sadly, Sonja died on April 12th.  She 

was unwell for some time and had 

been in and out of hospital. 

Sonja was born in Maidenhead, the 

elder of two children.  Her parents 

were political activists who were 

forced to flee Germany during 

World War 2, eventually arriving in 

England, where they were interned.   

Her mother was the artist and 

sculptor, Margarete Klopfleisch.  

Sonja lived in Germany from 1960 to 

1984, the family having gone to 

Dresden on a visit, which became a 

permanent stay.

A Book and Play
Sonja was rightly very proud of her 

parents and was acutely aware of 

their suffering and courage.   She 

was also very proud of her only 

daughter, Lorna, who is also a skilled 

artist.  She was, however, personally 

very modest about her own 

achievements.  She devoted much of 

her life to seeking recognition of her 

mother's work.  Her book, written 

with Lorna, 'Troubles to Greet Beauty' 

is a detailed and carefully researched 

account of her parents' astonishing 

lives.   

A play about Margarete, written by 

Alison Dunne and acted by Hayley 

Thornton, was performed at the 

New Walk Museum and Art Gallery 

and later at the Secular Hall.  Sonja's 

improvised violin playing in the 

background of the performance was 

remarkable.

Composer and Musician
Sonja was a very talented musician 

and composer.  She studied music in 

Germany and Leicester and obtained 

a doctorate at the Birmingham 

Conservatoire in 2004, winning the 

graduation composition prize.  She 

wrote around 200 pieces of work, 

including two symphonies, several 

string quartets, sonatas for flute, 

piano and violin and a number of 

pieces for children.  Her piano 

concerto 'Within Reflecting Echoes' 

was premiered in 2009 at the Fraser 

Noble Hall in Leicester with soloist 

Duncan HoneybourneWide

Interests
Sonja maintained her interest in 

international politics and the arts 

throughout her life.  She was an 

active member of the Leicester 

branch of Left Unity and was a 

founder member of the People's Arts 

Collective which arose out of an idea 

from the group.   She supported 

several creative ventures in the City, 

especially Leicester Choral Poetry 

which met at Exchange Bar and 

featured, among the work of other 

Leicester poets, some poems by her 

mother which Sonja had translated.  

Over the years, she played her violin 

in several musical groups.  She was 

particularly interested in women 

composers and felt they did not have 

access to the same opportunities, 

funding and support as men.

Sonja was a very regular attender at 

the Secular Hall on Sunday evenings, 

despite latterly being in a wheelchair 

a n d  h a v i n g  t o  t r a v e l  f r o m  

Loughborough.  The Society has lost 

a distinguished member and a good 

friend.

Sonja Grossner

Note from the editor
Unfortunately several people’s 
contributions to the Secularist are 
not included in this edition. This is 
caused by the pressure on space 
due to the tragic loss of three 
members. Among the items 
missing is a report of the LSS 
Annual General Meeting. All these 
items will appear in due course.
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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Darwin Day Lecture: Who Do We Think We Were?

Anthony Matthew

Professor Mark Jobling, Department of 

Genetics  & Genome Biology, 

University of Leicester

It is now possible for members of the 

public to send off a sample of their 

saliva for genetic testing in order to 

learn something about their 

ancestry. Humans have two copies of 

their DNA in almost every cell, each 

copy with about 3.2 billion bases, the 

“letters” which encode information. 

They form 46 chromosomes which 

include an X and a Y in males, two Xs 

in females. Only about 2% of this 

DNA comprises genes which 

determine the structure of proteins. 

The function of the rest of the DNA is 

not well understood and it may be 

that much of it has no function. All 

humans have almost the same DNA, 

which  d i f fe rs  f rom that  o f  

chimpanzees only by 1.25%, a 

difference that has accumulated over 

6 million years since our common 

ancestry.

The differences between human 

individuals comprise only 0.08% of 

the DNA. Even identical twins have 

a few differences which have arisen 

after the original embryo has 

divided into two at an early stage of 

development. Close relatives are 

similar in their DNA and there are 

weaker similarities which are 

associated with geographical areas. 

The human species originated in 

East Africa perhaps 130,000 years 

ago and had migrated to much of the 

old world by about 40,000 years ago 

and 20,000 years ago to the 

Americas. Up to 10,000 years ago 

there was little long-distance 

migration so in the preceding time 

some genetic variations tended to be 

localised, for example to East Asia or 

South America. Since then there 

have been large scale migrations 

such as the transatlantic slave trade 

or the Mongol invasion of western 

Asia and Europe and much more 

movement in the twentieth century, 

so humans of the present day may 

show in their DNA characteristics 

derived from ancestors in various 

parts of the world.

Small disposable devices known as 

'SNP chips' have been devised which 

can determine which base, A, G, C, or 

T, exists at several hundred 

thousand variable sites spread 

across the genome. The resulting 

patterns of variation are compared 

with a reference set from different 

indigenous peoples, which can give 

an indication of where a person's 

ancestors came from. They may also 

indicate the presence of mutations 

within certain genes that correlate 

with high susceptibility to certain 

diseases such as breast cancer or 

Alzheimer's. They can indicate that 

the person is closely related to other 

individuals who have been similarly 

tested, or conversely that there is not 

a  c l o s e  r e l a t i o n s h i p .  T h i s  

i n f o r m a t i o n  m a y  b e  s i m p l y  

interesting, or possibly useful (not 

necessarily to the person concerned), 

or may be disturbing. It may be useful 

to know one is at risk of breast cancer 

and therefore have frequent tests for 

any tumours. It is less useful to know 

one is likely to develop Alzheimer's 

since there is no way, at present, of 

reducing the risk. It may be welcome 

to discover a brother separated at 

birth, less welcome to find one's 

father is not the man married to one's 

mother. As a result, support groups 

have been formed to help those 

c o n f r o n t e d  w i t h  d i s t u r b i n g  

information. A study in England 

using 2039 individuals whose 

grandparents were born within 80 

km of each other showed some 

localisation of characteristics in 

Devon and in Cornwall (and those 

different from each other) though not 

over much of country where there 

must have been more movement of 

population.

Testing can be restricted to the 

relatively small fractions of DNA in 

the Y chromosome, possessed only 

by males and passed down the male 

line, or the small fraction in 

mitochondrial DNA, possessed by 

everyone but inherited only from the 

mother. A project to analyse the DNA 

of a large number of volunteers 

across England produced a case of a 

m a n  w i t h  a  Y c h r o m o s o m e  

characteristic of sub-Saharan Africa 

though he knew of no such ancestor 

for several previous generations. 

African Americans may use their 

mitochondrial DNA to trace back a 

line to a region of Africa since that 

excludes the contribution to their 

DNA from male non-African 

ancestors that many of them will 

c o n t i n u e d o v e r l e a f

DNA AND ANCESTRY TESTING

Professor Mark Joblin
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As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 

Recent Secular 
Society Activity

Festivals

Dark ages

Dark nights

Cold homes

Winter so long.

Lighten it with a festival:

Feasting on extravagant food

Drinking

Playing.

Romans invaded

Called it Saturnalia

Imposed their gods on it.

Christians arrived

Called it Christ's birthday

Imposed their story on it.

Dark ages

Winter so long

But spring comes:

Buds grow

Crops germinate.

Celebrate it with a festival:

Fertility

Oestrus

Feasting

Copulating.

Romans invaded

Called it Lupercalia

Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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have. At the other extreme it is now 

possible to have an entire individual 

genome sequenced for only a few 

hundred pounds, whereas the 

project for the first such sequencing 

cost many millions.

The popularity of ancestry testing 

has been enormous in recent years, 

with currently around 30 million 

tests undertaken per year and still 

increasing. The reliability of the 

interpretation of results varies and 

the level of detail which is possible 

tends to be oversold. For some 

reason there are men anxious to 

show that they have Viking ancestry. 

Since 40 generations back (around 

1000 years) an individual would 

have over a trillion ancestors there is 

a reasonable chance that any 

individual did indeed have Viking 

ancestry, though the genetic testing 

may well not confirm it. (Since a 

trillion is more than the number of 

humans who have ever lived, many 

of an individual's ancestors must be 

connected by multiple lines of 

descent.) There is a public database 

to which testees can donate their 

results, thus allowing extensive 

comparisons. In one case DNA from 

several rapes and murders was 

found to show family connections to 

a number of individuals, none of 

whom was the culprit but must have 

been related to him, and that clue 

was sufficient to find the suspect.

As an increasing number of genetic 

tests are added to databases, using 

more extensive sequencing and with 

powerful computer programs to 

search out patterns, many more 

unforeseen results will be revealed. 

They will be welcome to some and 

unwelcome to others, which will be 

an issue we need to think about. The 

first stage in that process must be a 

wide understanding of the facts, to 

which this talk made a valuable 

contribution.

c o n t i n u e d
Helen Everett

Question:  Hypatia ,  Sophie  

Germain, Florence Nightingale, 

Emmy Noether and Maryam 

Mirzakhani. What do these 5 people 

have in common?

Answer: They were all pioneer 

female mathematicians who made 

v a l u a b l e  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  

mathematics.

To mark International Women's 

Day 2020, Jan Robertson gave a 

stimulating and interactive lecture 

about mathematics, its history, and 

five women mathematicians of 

note from different times and 

countries.

She began by showing how maths 

gets a bad press, maths anxiety is 

often encouraged by the media, 

extra maths is sometimes used as a 

p u n i s h m e n t ,  a n d  m o s t  

importantly that the left brain v 

right brain argument, now 

discredited has long been used to 

promote the myth that maths is 

masculine and not for women.

Running throughout her sketches 

of  the  l ives  of  these  f ive  

extraordinary women was the 

theme that women were barred 

from access to education at various 

levels, and from professional 

practice. The more resourceful 

ones like Sophie Germain resorted 

to male pseudonyms, writing to 

famous mathematic ians  as  

M.Leblanc, or lecturing billed as 

an assistant, as did Emmy 

Noether, who had a doctorate but 

as a woman could not use it. 

Noether did private research and 

proved a link between symmetry 

and conservation.

Another striking similarity 

between some of them, Hypatia, 

and Noether was that they had 

enlightened fathers who taught 

them. Hypatia, the first great 

female Greek mathematician and 

philosopher was a charismatic 

teacher herself and with her father 

wrote a textbook on Euclid's 

Elements.

She is also famous for working on 

conic sections.

Sophie Germain (1776 - 1831) 

whose obsession with maths 

began aged 13 when she was 

confined indoors in Paris due to 

the storming of the Bastille, faced 

opposition from her parents at 

first but they later relented and 

supported her ambitions. She 

gave her name to Sophie Germain 

primes, that is, prime numbers (P) 

where 2P +1 is also a prime, and 

Jan used volunteer members of 

her audience to demonstrate this.

Florence Nightingale is well 

known for her nursing in the 

Crimean War 1853, but she is less 

known as a statistician who 

analysed the numbers and causes 

of deaths. She was also a pioneer 

in data visualisation with the use 

of infographics, effectively using 

graphical  presentat ions of  

statistical data  and invented a 

type of Pie chart now called a 

Polar Area Diagram.

The fifth woman, Maryam 

Mirzakhani was born in Tehran, 

Iran in 1977. In 2014 she was the 

first and so far the only woman, 

and Iranian, to be awarded a 

prestigious Fields Medal for her 

work in Stanford on the dynamics 

and geometry of Riemann 

surfaces and their moduli spaces. 

Sadly she died in 2017 of breast 

cancer aged only 40.

PRIMES, CONES AND PIES

A
 

As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 
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Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley
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from the National Secular Society

The proportion of marriages which 

a r e  c o n d u c t e d  a s  r e l i g i o u s  

ceremonies has hit a historic low in 

England and Wales, prompting the 

National Secular Society to call for 

legal reform.

According to newly-released data 

from the Office for National 

S t a t i s t i c s  ( O N S ) ,  r e l i g i o u s  

ceremonies accounted for less than a 

quarter (22%) of all marriages in 

2017.

The NSS said the figures were 

incongruous with the fact that nearly 

40,000 places of worship are 

registered for marriage, as opposed 

to just 7,500 civil wedding venues.

In 2018 NSS research found it was 

harder for those seeking non-

religious or same-sex weddings to 

get married than those seeking 

r e l i g i o u s  a n d  o p p o s i t e - s e x  

ceremonies. It was also more 

expensive to register buildings for 

civil weddings than for religious 

ones.

The NSS argues for reform of the 

marriage laws to separate its 

religious and civic aspects. The 

society has suggested that the 

building where a marriage takes 

place could have no impact on its 

legal status.

The ONS figures revealed that there 

were over 8,000 marriages between 

same-sex couples in 2017 (3.2% of the 

total), including civil partnerships 

w h i c h  we r e  c o n ve r t e d  i n t o  

marriages. Only 0.5% of places of 

worship were registered for same-

sex marriage in 2018.

NSS chief executive Stephen Evans 

said: "The main law which governs 

marriage in England and Wales dates 

back to 1836, when over 99% of 

marriages were religious in nature. The 

law has failed to keep pace with modern 

Britain in which marriage has become a 

largely civil affair.

"The latest ONS figures highlight the 

need for secular reforms to marriage law. 

All couples – regardless of religion, belief 

or sexual orientation – should have 

greater freedom and choice to mark their 

marriages in ways that are meaningful to 

them, within a simple and consistent 

legal framework."

Just 22% of marriages are religious

Image by Arek Socha from Pixabay.

“Since writing my piece about 
MMT, (p 12) we have been inspired 
and impressed by the £millions 
raised by Captain Tom Moore for 
the NHS. But that money could 
simply be credited to NHS 
organisations on authority of the 
government with a few computer 
keystrokes. Captain Moore's 
efforts have actually removed the 
money he raised from the active 
economy or people's savings. 

Others with memories as long as 
his will know that the NHS was 
created to provide a first cradle to 
grave service free at the point of 
need because the private and 
charity sectors were failing to meet 
most people's needs. We should 
be wary of returning to those days, 
and not neglect to support, with 
funds and action, the political 
campaign to save our NHS!"

STOP PRESS
Frank Friedman writes:

A
 

As I Please.Regular readers may 

remember this column from a while 

ago. I stopped writing it for no reason 

that I can remember and am 

beginning to write it again for the 

same reason. 

Staring hopelessly at the blank page 

in front of me wondering what on 

earth to write reminds me that now 

that Microsoft are no longer 

supporting Windows 7 I have to 

decide what to do with this old 

laptop. I've had lots of advice; buy a 

new machine, install Linux, but as 

ever, I don't know what to do for the 

best.  This is, of course, assuming that 

the best actually exists. The truth is, 

we are way out of our depth and are 

surrounded by technologies that we 

depend upon but don't understand. I 

sometimes imagine being whisked 

back to a distant time in the past, (it 

doesn't really matter when but let us 

say to the court of Richard ll), and 

telling the assembled court of life in 

2020, about cars and computers and 

medicines and mobile phones and all 

the other wonders that surround us. 

' S h o w  u s , '  t h e y  wo u l d  n o t  

unreasonably say, and of course I 

couldn't  actually show them 

anything, or explain how anything 

actually works. As I am being 

dragged off to the tower I shout 

'Bicycle! I can help you build a 

bicycle,' but by then it would be too 

late.

My bathroom radiator has been 

leaking for a while and this morning 

the floor was puddled with water, so I 

called my plumber. He's a cheery 

afro-american chap of roughly my 

age who I have known for years and 

is unfailingly kind and helpful and 

one of the nicest people I know.  He 

was diagnosed with prostate cancer 

some years ago and told me then that 

he wasn't going to accept any medical 

Recent Secular 
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Festivals

Dark ages

Dark nights

Cold homes

Winter so long.

Lighten it with a festival:

Feasting on extravagant food

Drinking

Playing.

Romans invaded

Called it Saturnalia

Imposed their gods on it.

Christians arrived

Called it Christ's birthday

Imposed their story on it.

Dark ages

Winter so long

But spring comes:

Buds grow

Crops germinate.

Celebrate it with a festival:

Fertility

Oestrus

Feasting

Copulating.

Romans invaded

Called it Lupercalia

Religious fanaticism is hindering the 

fight against coronavirus across much 

of the world. But in Britain claims to 

r e l i g i o u s  e x c e p t i o n a l i s m  a r e  

thankfully relatively isolated, says 

Chris Sloggett.

This Sunday, as the eye of the 

coronavirus pandemic came looming 

into view, a pastor in Louisiana 

claimed an attendance of 1,265 at his 

church. He's since continued to hold 

packed services, and claims "the 

constitutional right to congregate" 

defends them.

In Israel, the virus is spreading faster 

in ultra-Orthodox Jewish enclaves, 

where some rabbis were slower to 

close large gatherings, than in more 

secular areas. Most ultra-Orthodox 

synagogues in Israel are now closed 

but some sects are continuing to defy 

restrictions on large gatherings and 

refusing to  engage in  socia l  

distancing.

In the virus hotspot of New York in 

mid-March, as the authorities banned 

gatherings of more than 50 people, 

large Chasidic Jewish weddings 

continued to take place.

Pakistan has tried to limit the number 

of people at prayers to five in recent 

days, but compliance has been patchy. 

Last Friday a crowd of 400 gathered at 

one mosque in Karachi. Large 

religious events in Pakistan and 

Malaysia in the preceding weeks have 

been identified as sources of large 

numbers of infection.

And as Borzou Daragahi pointed out 

in The Independent this week, this 

problem doesn't just relate to the 

Abrahamic faiths. In India, for 

instance, health officials think a Sikh 

religious leader may have given the 

virus to up to 15,000 people. He 

ignored advice to self-isolate after 

returning from Italy, instead visiting 

15 villages on a preaching tour.

So across much of the world, religious 

fanaticism of various stripes is 

undermining the effort to stop the 

coronavirus outbreak.

And it's not just making it harder to 

prevent gatherings of people. In some 

treatment, preferring instead to 

rely on power of prayer and god's 

will. Today he arrived looking fit 

and well and said his cancer is 

under control and that he has 

managed things by a diet of fruit 

and vegetables and reduced his 

meat intake, all this directed by 

god's love. 'I know that you don't 

agree with me, but that's what I 

think and it has worked for me,' he 

said this morning. I don't know 

what to make of it. Years ago I 

would have wanted to try and 

persuade him that he was in some 

fundamental way wrong and 

misguided. I still think he is wrong 

and misguided, but now I am just 

happy that he is fit and well.  And 

he mended my leaking radiator.

It is my Grandson's 11th birthday 

today.  A while ago he found a 

Swiss army knife of mine in my 

shed and when I told him I no 

longer used it, he asked if I would 

give it to him for his birthday.  I 

have agonised over this. When I 

was his age a mark of being eleven 

was that one could move from the 

cubs to the scouts and have a 

sheath knife on your belt. I had a 

knife and loved it and used it for 

whittling sticks and throwing at 

trees. But now things are so 

different. No-one would let an 

eleven year old boy walk around 

with a fixed blade knife. So, should 

I trust him with a pen knife, with 

attachments for removing hooks 

from fishes' mouths and stones 

from horses hooves? Should I give 

him the knife he so much wants, 

along with a talk about the 

importance of being sensible and 

never taking it to school or out into 

the street? Should I trust him? 

Perhaps it is an issue Greg Scorzo 

could address in the future.

Hamish Whiteley


