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In this issue we have again been 
able to publish a number of excellent 
letters many of which support the 
magazine and indeed reverse some 
of the negative comments made in 
the previous issue. I would not wish it 
to be thought, however, that negative 
letters are not welcome; indeed they 
are and I hope we will continue in the 
future to receive letters containing 
honest, informed criticism.

The Chronicle of Parish events’ 
pages are again somewhat lacking 
in content perhaps due to a glori-
ous summer and the temporary emi-
gration of parishioners from these 
shores. There are many functions 
scheduled for the next quarter which 
should see the Franciscan chapter 
that might enlighten us as to which 
of our friars will be remaining here for 
the next three years and which might 
be leaving. If the gossip of the Becket 
Centre coffee groups can be regarded 
as a legitimate straw poll many parish-
ioners would prefer no change.  

There has been so much media 
attention recently on the referendum 
for Scottish independence that I could 
not avoid noticing that if England does 
lose its dependence on Scotland, (note 
I am not saying, if I had a vote, I would 
be a yes or no) any visitors to Scotland 
from this green and pleasant land 
with its dark satanic woes, will have to 
learn to speak the English language. 
Most readers may not have noticed 
that the Scottish debaters do not utter 
phrases like ‘I was stood here.’ or use 
pacific when they mean specific and 
unlike the educated English, they are 
not afraid to use the first person singu-
lar ‘me’ where ‘I’ is inappropriate.

But there has been far too much 
going on for us to be over concerned 
about nations dividing at a time when 
unity of all nations in this fractured 
world should be preferred for the good 

From the 
Editor’s 
desk

of humanity. In the few words here 
I cannot comment on all the issues 
currently invading our TV screens. 
One is enough; in his victory speech 
for president of Turkey, Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan announced, ‘This is a victory 
for Hamas’ and then went on to list all 
the other Islamic nations in the region.

Where once there were friendly 
relations between Turkey and Israel 
there is now an impenetrable wall of 
animosity. Yes, it was Israel that was 
the victim of rocket fire from Gaza. 
That victimisation could have made 
Netanyahu a hero and may have even 
contributed to the defeat of Erdoğan. 
Instead Israel’s reactive foreign policy 
spilt the blood of innocent Muslim 
lives making Israel the pariah and, 
among Muslims, Erdoğan the hero. 
Had Netanyahu announced to the 
world that he would wait seven days 
before reacting to the rocket fire and 
in the meantime ask the advice and 
help of the major powers in stop-
ping Hamas, he would have, as the 
American’s say, put the monkey on 
the backs of others including Turkey. 
Instead, by seeing the threat to inno-
cent Israelis as an excuse to wipe 
out Hamas, he became the pariah 
helping, without doubt, his chief critic 
Erdoğan to win the presidential elec-
tion by a mere 1.5%.

Now watch this space; Netanyahu 
contributed to the rise and rise of the 
Islamic leaning Erdoğan whose aspi-
rations to re-establish the Ottoman 
Empire are all too clear. As Caliph of 
the unified Islamic crescent he will 
be more powerful than Obama and 
already is many times more politically 
adept than any of the world leaders. 
With shifting power basis between 
China, India, Russia and the West 
the hard hitting dictatorial Erdoğan 
could well hold the balance of world 
power. Thank God 49.5% of Turks 
did not vote for him and still make 
their voices heard in the 
streets, cafes and 
in Turkey’s   corri-
dors of power. It is 
they who will slow 
down the rise and 
rise of this, the 
first elected presi-
dent of Turkey.      

The decision 
to become a 
Catholic devel-
oped over many 
years during my 
long term involve-
ment with the 
Choir and marry-

ing into a Catholic family. I certainly 
took my time to eventually pluck up 
the courage to take the first steps.  
So, what drew me in? Two major 
influences played their part. Firstly, 
the music, the words, sentiments 
and the joy of being part of the choir, 
taking part, albeit in a limited way, 
in the celebration of mass and the 
feast days of the church. This in 
itself set the scene for me and in a 
way the exposure and engagement 
brought me closer to that realisation.

Secondly, and perhaps most 
importantly, having married into a 
Catholic family. I also experienced 
a different perspective, that of living 
the faith. My mother-in-law loved me 
and even though she knew I was not 
a Catholic when I married her son, 
she took me wholeheartedly into 
the family in spite of this.  She was 
an inspirational lady who drew great 
strength from her faith and com-
mitment to God. Even though she 
endured hardships and great sorrow 
during her life, her faith and belief 
brought her comfort.  I was with her 
when she died and for me, I think 
this was the point when I decided I 
should enter into a commitment to 
discover more about becoming a 
Catholic. Up to this point, my family 
had not influenced me in any way, 
and I had not discussed it with them. 
This need arose in me, that in order 
for me to make a decision I should 
become informed. I had accepted 
that I needed to commit to this 
investigation of what I perceived as 
a pathway I wanted to tread. 

In my years with the choir, attend-
ing church regularly, I felt the time 
was right for me to make the move 
and find out about the Journey of 

Faith.  Straight away I was welcomed 
in and began the Journey of Faith 
with a view to becoming a Catholic 
if that was to be.  As my instruction 
continued over the many weeks, it 
was mooted that I could be received 
into the church. I was a little nervous 
because for me it was a big step; I 
was enjoying the Journey of Faith and 
had developed a wider perspective 
and understanding, but was I ready? 
Would I ever feel ready?  Then the 
Scrutiny, would I forget what to say, 
would I stand in the wrong place? 
I would never be good on stage, I 
thought.

There were a few “hurdles to jump”, 
trying to track down my baptismal 
records proved worthy of an investi-
gative journalist!  Then, discovering 
that my marriage of forty one years 
was not recognised by the Catholic 
Church; a fact I had not considered.  
This required a bit of form filling and 
sorting out, then my husband and I 
“married” again in a small but very 
special service one weekday evening; 
it was very moving.

Having undertaken this, I was now 
ready to be received at Easter, in 
fact, at the Easter Vigil. For me this 
was very poignant that my reception 
into the church was to be at the cel-
ebration of the resurrection of Christ. 
Would I remember what to do and 
say, would I feel differently after my 
first Holy Communion?  And then, 
being presented to the congregation; 
I was a little nervous to say the least. 
As a member of the choir, I was 
singing at the Easter Vigil as well, so 
would not be able to stay in the front 
pews all the time, I would have to run 
back and forth to the organ loft and 
down again to the front of the church, 
swiftly, unnoticed and with decorum 
and reverence. 

My sponsors also being choir mem-
bers were committed to this also. 
Anxiety levels rising, this was going 
to take military planning to carry off 
responsibly given the gravity of the 
occasion.  Leon had things under 

control; he orchestrated the com-
plexity of my situation through nods, 
coaching me in the order of mass of 
where I need to be and when.  It all 
went according to plan, well nearly.  
As I was moving swiftly between the 
aisles and the organ loft, it occurred 
to me that some of the congrega-
tion must be wondering why I kept 
leaving in such haste.  I did receive 
a couple of quizzical looks, where 
is she going now! But a hitch was 
waiting.  Unknown to us, the organ 
loft door, due to the wind had been 
wedged after one of our rapid exits 
down to the front of the church. When 
we returned just in time for the next 
hymn / motet, we could not get in. The 
choir was now singing, and we should 
have been in our places; instead we 
were stuck outside on the stairs try-
ing to attract attention from the tenor 
and alto section to open the door. 
However, they could not hear us as 
they were in full voice.  Having noticed 
the wedge in the door I got onto my 
hands and knees and slid my fingers 
under the door to push it free. Quite 
suddenly the door sprung open and I 
tumbled inside, landing 
on my hands and knees 
in the bass / tenor sec-
tion! They kept singing 
despite me grovelling 
at their feet and trying 
to maintain a sense 
of dignity. Composing 
ourselves we then 
joined in the singing 
with the soprano sec-
tion and everything 
carried on smoothly 
after this. Thankfully, 
this was after I had 
received my first 
Holy Communion.

Receiving my first 
Holy Communion 
was a very mov-
ing experience, 
very solemn and 
meaningful. I felt 
very visible, small, 

yet special. After the Easter Vigil, 
friends and even people I did not 
know came up to me and congratu-
lated me and welcomed me with 
such genuine pleasure. I was very 
touched. I received beautiful gifts 
from my choir friends and sponsors, 
and many cards from my family who I 
did not know had an inkling of what I 
was undertaking. They welcomed me 
unreservedly into the Catholic Church 
and had quietly watched as I made 
my journey.

For me, I had made my commit-
ment and had honoured it. I had 
taken a big step; others had brought 
me to this and it was right for me. 
I am now fully part of the Roman 
Catholic Church. I still have much to 
learn, and no doubt as I continue 
attending the Journey of Faith, many 
more questions to ask.  I will never 
forget such a special day in my life.

Reflec tions by Veronica Andrews

tumbled inside, landing 
on my hands and knees 
in the bass / tenor sec-in the bass / tenor sec-in the bass / tenor sec
tion! They kept singing 
despite me grovelling 
at their feet and trying 
to maintain a sense 
of dignity. Composing 
ourselves we then 
joined in the singing 
with the soprano sec-with the soprano sec-with the soprano sec
tion and everything 
carried on smoothly 
after this. Thankfully, 
this was after I had 
received my first 

Receiving my first 
Holy Communion 

-
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Ronni Andrews, Anthea Reilly and 
Jonathan Wright were received into 

full communion with our community 
and Lucy Fish (second from left)  

was confirmed



that the congregation was moved to 
demand her recall.

Our parish choir led the Hallelujah 
Chorus in their finest performance 
ever. The magnificence of the trumpet 
and thunder of kettle drums drove 
them along: standing under a vaulted 
ceiling; their voices rang out like a set 
of silver bells, specially minted at the 
Whitechapel foundry. And suddenly, 
the little church choir became a cho-
ral society.

Anticipating the usual finale, the 
audience armed themselves with 
flags and participated with gusto 
in the traditional routine of Rule 
Britannia, Land of Hope and Glory 
and Jerusalem, interspersed with ‘For 
those in peril on the sea’ to honour 
Sea Sunday the following day. From 
the front pew, I looked round at the 
sea of flags in the body of the church 
and listened to the singing: the atmo-
sphere was extraordinary. 

Was it worth it? Did we enjoy our-
selves? I leave you to judge for your-
selves from quotes which I have com-
piled for this article. For three weeks 
after the event, I was overwhelmed 
by cards, phone calls and comments. 
The power of music has moved the 
parish.

 We celebrated the 
month of July with 
marvellous music 
and wonderful musi-

cians who visited our church and 
provided two concerts which took 
the audiences by storm.

Do just two concerts constitute a 
festival? We revelled in them to the 
extent that the answer has to be a 
resounding yes. I should have adver-
tised them as an international music 
festival, because we attracted visi-
tors from France, Germany, Angola, 
and Malawi, and our opening event 
was the UK premiere of Monsieur 
Didier Hennuyer, the Master Organist 
of Boulogne Cathedral.

Didier’s programme contained 
exciting and unusual choices, most 
of which had never been heard in 
our church: ‘Symphonique’ by Louis 
Vierne surged upwards from its bass-
line like a powerful ocean wave; the 
Chant de Matin sang out like a bird 
and the final toccata dazzled us with 
its formidable speed and dexterity.  
There was also a traditional concer-
to by Handel, with delicate Baroque 
ornamentation and a decorative set 
of variations to end.

Despite his formidable role and cre-

dentials, Didier was most complimen-
tary about our church   and organ, 
and chose music which suited our 
instrument and cleverly showed it at 
its best. His premiere was a resound-
ing success and was a fitting tribute to 
the quality of our church organ, which 
was apparently one of the finest of its 
generation when built for our church. 
Since visiting us, he has apparently 
been invited to play at the Vatican.....

Our Gala concert offered us the 
music of the last night of the Proms 
without the bother of travelling to the 
Royal Albert Hall. Albinoni, Purcell, 
Holst all resonated wonderfully in the 
hands of the Aurelian Ensemble.  The 
haunting sound of the oboe soloist 
was thrilling, Bach’s double concerto 
for oboe and violin was another great 
favourite. Gwen Ross sang ‘I know my 
Redeemer liveth’ with such conviction 

Parish Music festival 
By Kathy Wilson

July 5-12 • 2014

Thank you for such a lovely  
evening on Saturday. It was  

first class. I really enjoyed it. I went 
home singing in the car. It was a great 
evening.  Sea Sunday?  Never heard 
of it. I rang a few of my mates I was 
at sea with. They’ve never heard of 
it either.  Must be a modern thing. 

Anyhow, it was a lovely concert.

Stanley Smith Retired officer,  
HM Royal Navy

Hearty congratulations  
on last night’s concert. The  

organisation was second to none, 
the programme well chosen for the 
differentials...and the refreshments 

so welcome because of meeting 
others....St. Thomas choir was a great 
surprise.  All in all, a super evening for 
Sea Sunday with “the captain” steering 
the ship safely and magnificently into 

harbour. Well done.  Love Angela.
Angela Meyler Parishioner

I’ve received thank  
you letters from all of the  

guests I brought 11. They all had  
a marvellous time... Peter & Bernie 

O’Shea haven’t visited the church for 
30 years and really enjoyed seeing 
everyone. I’m not surprised that the 

Parish is buzzing with it. You can build 
on this for the future.

Eileen Staples  
St Leonards on Sea

It was lovely, lovely music.
As a result of which, Pamela has  

now identified a third piece of music 
that she wants for her funeral 

arrangements. (Gabriel’s Oboe). And we 
really liked the conductor because he 

talked to us. ... I had no idea you did all 
that for the church...I thought you just 
played a few hymns on the organ..... 
(Kathryn:  I do just play a few hymns  

on the organ)
Alastair & Pamela  

Frinton-on-sea

Thank you for letting us  
share such a wonderful musical 
evening, It was all so delightful...

each person and performance was 
truly great. It was all very emotional 
too!  I think for several reasons, the 
occasion, the venue, the company, 

lots of memories and good to catch up 
with some people from the past....I’ve 
had fun telling my family all about our 
evening at St. Thomas’ especially my 

father, Veronica, Margaret  
and Richard.  

Clare Fox nee Thomas

Unbelievably  
fantastic evening,  

Kathryn. A thousand 
congratulations and the 
flowers are so splendid 

Thank you.
Gwen Ross  

soprano soloist

It was just brilliant.....JUST 
BRILLIANT. .. The voice of 

Gwen Ross...it rose up from 
within her, as if it rose up 
from the earth. She was 

magnificent.
Joan Spalding: Parishioner

You are going to do it  
all again next year, aren’t  
you? The Hallelujah was 

marvellous. The kettle drums 
really added to it. And was there 

really only one double bass?  
The bass-line was  

booming out...
Teresa & Bob  

church music group

Your friend who 
sang was lovely....

she was so moving. 
They all loved her.
Hilary Loughton

I loved all of your 
interactions with the 

conductor...You gave him the 
same look that Joanna Lumley 
gave the Home Officer Minister 

when she ordered him to 
support the Ghurkhas.....
Helen Jolly Brentwood

It was brilliant.  
I’ve never sung with  
an orchestra before. 

That was a first for me. 
Sheila Burnham 
Choir member

It was a wonderful 
evening musically, and 
a wonderful evening 

socially, because they 
all talked to each other.

Moya  
Jumbulance team

It was the most 
wonderful concert and 
a wonderful evening. 

The Albinoni was 
absolutely gripping.

Fr Christopher: 
Apostleship of the Sea

 76 
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guished guest. What an honour that, 
thanks to the collaboration of Jean-
Yves Sabliere with Kathy Wilson, 
Monsieur Henruyen made his UK 
debut in our humble church. The 
S.V.P bucket collection realised the 
amazing sum of £323 after the 
recital which will go toward the SVP’s 
work with the poor and needy. From the three page entry of so 

many parish events in the last issue 
to a very small entry in this issue 
of only three events is something 
of a let-down. There has been 
an ominous lack of reports on 
activities perhaps due to the fact 
that the end of school term and 
summer holidays always intervene 
with the preparation months of the 
3rd issue of the year. 

The promenade Concert
The prom was very well attended by 
parishioners and many others who 
paid for tickets to attend from which 
there was a profit, to be paid to the 
Across Jumbulance, of £500. Sheila 
Smith Prior the main collaborator 
with Kathy Wilson on putting the 
event together said, “Suffice to say 
a wonderful evening was had by all 
and what a fabulous tribute to our 
parish to be able to produce such 
an event and as a result donate 
such a large sum of money to a 
charity whose motto is “we make 
the impossible possible” .This will 
go to assisting those who cannot 
travel any other way to Lourdes and 
cannot afford all or part of the fare.
In addition to the £500 ticket profit a 
bucket collection taken up from the 
retiring audience collected a further 
£465 for the same charity. 

The Organ Recital
In this world of ours few people 
are prepared to accept that there 
is something good to be had for 
free. Perhaps that is why the excel-
lent organ recital by Monsieur Didier 
Henruyen, the Master Organist of 
Boulogne Cathedral, was not as well 
attended as the prom concert. It did 
however attract a sufficient audi-
ence from within the parish and the 
wider region to impress our distin-
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noon tea for about 60 close friends 
of Brother Raymond to help him 
celebrate his 80th birthday which 
was on the 29th August. In a short 
speech Margaret Crewe referred to 
Brother Raymond’s humility, kind-
ness and compassionate nature but 
probably the most appropriate was, 
gentleman.  It was a truly enjoy-
able occasion that gave everybody 
a chance to talk personally with 
Brother Raymond who will need his 
holiday to recover. He returns after a 
well-deserved three weeks at home 
in Ireland during the week following 
the publication of this issue.

On the 4th of September Fr Roger 
Baralet was 80. He is very well known 
to Woodford parishioners and is a 
very local boy having been brought 
up and educated in this parish. He is 
currently in the Franciscan parish of 
Clevedon to which this reporter paid 
a visit in July and was asked to pay 
Fr Roger’s respects to all those who 

know him.
Brother Malachy 
(left) will be 80 on 
the 5th October 
just days after 
this publication 
will be available. 

He continues to 
be forever present at 

the back of the church 
after many of the week end Masses 

in spite of the disabilities he experi-
ences with his advancing years. 

Perhaps in the next issue of In 
Touch we will have a report on the 
celebrations, too late for this issue, 
for the 60th jubilee of the ever youth-
ful Father Brian McGrath’s ordina-
tion to the priesthood. Those with 
calculators, (mental arithmetic has 
long since been made redundant), 
will be able to work out his age by 
recalling that the usual age, back in 
his day, for ordination, was 26. 

FROM DAVID EMERSON 
(No contact details supplied)

Dear Editor,
I am grateful to you for publishing my 
letter in issue 2, 2014. Of course I am 
well aware of your efforts to make my 
acquaintance but I have very good 
reason for disguising my true identity 
with which, if you knew the reason, I 
am sure you would concur. 

Having read the inaccurate and 
very poorly informed tirade of N.J.E. 
Curtis in the same issue I am anx-
ious to be disassociated from his/
her opinions of your editorials. My 
own comments were somewhat light 
hearted but nevertheless apprecia-
tive of the intentional controversy 
you seek to create and indeed the 
much deeper insights behind your 
comments. I feel that these are well 
illustrated in your response to Peter 
Leahy’s letter. Perhaps N.J.E. Curtis 
would do well to study that response 
before putting pen to paper again. I 
hope whoever received the proceeds 
of the wager found fit to contribute it 
to a parish charity. I would just like to 
repeat that ‘I very much look forward 
to picking up your quarterly maga-
zine’  and that would not be the case 
if I did not enjoy reading everything in 
it including your editorial and particu-
larly the well balanced erudite articles 
of Jerry Crowley.  

FROM PETER WALSH
Dear Editor, 
David Emerson and N.J.E Curtis (let-
ters issue 2 2014) each infer your 
manifest oncoming insanity. David 
Emerson   expects “white-coated 
men” will escort you to an institution 
presumably after you have been sec-
tioned.  N.J.E.Curtis suggests that you 
will experience: “a little green man” 
syndrome at the Waitrose check-
out-- an hallucination. These are clini-
cal diagnoses from these, mayhap 
colluding correspondents. Is either 
of them a clinician?  Methinks not, 
access to a clinician, (MA .PhD .BM 
BCh .DM. FRCP (Lond.), who has read 

Chronicle of
Parish Events

By PA Nache

Chronicle of
Parish Events LETTERS

�

The Annual Garden Fete
It has been a grand summer for a 
change, but as luck would have it, 
the endless days of sunshine took 
a break for the annual garden fete 
which nevertheless was its usual 
resounding success. In spite of 
cloudy skies and the constant threat 
of rain with even a distant rumble 
of thunder, nobody actually got wet 
and the PIMS stall sold a record 
amount of drinks, even running out 
of PIMS and chopped strawberries. 

The fun fair with its merry-go-round 
and big slide was particularly crowd-
ed this year with the odd Friar scat-
tered here and there in the queues 
waiting their turn to have a go – not 
on the big slide though.

Without a doubt the highlights of 
the summer were the grand prom 
concert and the organ recital. (See 
Kathy Wilson’s report on p6 )

The Franciscan Chapter
There was a week, for the first time 
in the 48 years of this author’s mem-
ory, when there was no 10 am Mass 
on weekdays owing to the fact that 
the friars were holed up at Chigwell 
Convent preparing for the Chapter 
to come later this year. It was an 
opportunity for Deacon Mathew to 
cut his spurs with a communion ser-
vice on each of those days; a duty he 
despatched with creditable aplomb. 
The parishioners await the coming 
reshuffle of friars with baited breath.

Franciscan celebrations.
On Sunday 31st August at 3 pm 
in the afternoon there was after-

Jean-Yves Sabliere, Monsier Didier 
Henruyea and Kathy Wilson

Julia Mc Viegh with Brother Raymond 
(left). Child aid blowing out the 

candles on his cake (above)

Prayer for exams
Lord

Guide and help us through these exams, 
so that we may do justice to all we have 

learned.
Help us doing exams to keep their 

importance in perspective.
We need a calm mind, grant us your peace.

We need a clear head, grant us your 
wisdom.

We need a careful spirit, grant us your 
patience.

We need inspiration, grant us your 
enthusiasm.

Keep us from all fear as we put our trust in 
your power to help and keep us this day.

Amen
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it does not appear that there will be 
a satisfactory outcome. It is worth 
noting that when Poland joined the 
EU its GDP was roughly equal to that 
of Ukraine. Today, the GDP of Poland 
is some ten times greater than that 
of Ukraine, which explains Ukraine’s 
enthusiasm for joining the EU.

FROM SR. ELIZABETH MILLER 
WRITING FROM LADYWELL CONVENT 
GODALMING, SURREY 
Dear Editor, 
Thanks again for the summer edition 
of the parish magazine. I particularly 
enjoyed the article on Ukraine and 
the struggles there with Russia. I find 
those kinds of articles very informa-
tive indeed. How do you manage to 
keep it going for £2.00. an issue? 

FROM GUS THOMAS WRITING FROM 
ASHFORD MDDX.
Dear Editor,
Issue 2 2014, I think, overall, is the 
best issue of “In Touch” I can remem-
ber reading: an eye-pleasing cover, 
opening to disclose an engaging and 
relevant mix of traditional parish stuff 
and topical political and religious 
material: eg, Jerry Crowley’s piece 
on Ukraine is an excellently concise 
explanation of the whole fraught situ-
ation, while I find the “Humour” page 
first-rate, absolutely catching the pub-
lic’s ever-increasing mood of disen-
chantment with the political classes 
(think I’ll send a copy of it to my local 

MP!). Let’s hope Joseph (or pos-
sibly Josephine, or Joanna) King 
can maintain such a standard for 
the future.

Your own contribution to more 
substantial and – in a Catholic 
Christian context – more controver-
sial matters is most interesting and 
not at all disconcerting with specula-
tions I have read of William James 
and, if I remember rightly, the scien-
tist, Sir James Jeans. I hope it stimu-
lates the response you predict and 
which it deserves. Congratulations! 
It seems to me you may be setting 
a precedent for the way that parish 
magazines need to go, even if it does 
mean charging for them (who really 
appreciates anything that’s free, any-
way?!!).

and enjoyed the contents of In Touch 
since its inception in 1992, does not 
remotely  glean, from print, any clini-
cal pathology in the editorial, or in the 
magazine articles, however complex 
or erudite, to justify such a diagnosis. 

Surprisingly NJE Curtis who pro-
fesses to be a long-in-the-tooth jour-
nalist, challenges one of the first 
principles of journalism; “The Editor’s 
Decision is Final.” Curtis does worse 
in the inaccurate reporting of the edi-
torials as written. You did not predict 
the end of the world in 2012. You 
said the Mayans did and only as a 
throw away comment at the end of 
your editorial. 

Likewise you did not say the sun’s 
energy would expire in 1,000 years 
but you did say that there were those 
who did think so. Professor Stephen 
Hawking, no less, has made such a 
prediction and even went as far as 
to say that humans must venture 
out into space to survive. Perhaps 
Curtis’ friend “who knows what he 
is talking about” and has a PhD to 
boot, might have a glance at this 
web site: http://www.cnet.com/uk/
news/stephen-hawking-predicts-end-
of-earth-scenario/.  As for the escape 
from the last day scenario and your 
Noah’s space ship suggestion, you 
are not the first to mention it. The 
multi-millionaire Richard Branson is 
offering one way tickets to Mars and 
it seems there are many “crackpots” 
willing to pay large sums of money to 
get one. There would appear to be 
some synergy between the world’s 
most renowned theoretical physicist 
and one of the world’s most suc-
cessful entrepreneurs. Having regard 
to the renown with which these two 
giants are held it would appear that 
your predictions, if in fact you made 
any, are extremely mild and certainly 
not insane.

As for the yet to be published book 
about ‘LIGHT’ I am curious to know 
if your friend who is writing it has 
had anything to do with UNESCO 

announcing 2015 as ‘The Year of 
Light’. It is only in the last few years 
that photonics, the study of light, 
which is the driving force behind the 
present day technological revolution, 
has become a special area of science 
into which enormous resources finan-
cial and otherwise are being invested. 
I wonder if UNESCO has put pressure 
on the author to delay his work to 
coincide with the 2015 expositions.

The two visiting correspondents  
“not of your church” each reviewing 
In Touch are, of course, entitled to 
challenge the editorial content but in 
my opinion they seem vaguely inept 
and at least in Curtis’ case impolite.

In Touch from its inception and I 
have known it since then, is eminent-
ly reliable and fortunate in having had 
the late Brian Howes, of fond memory 
and you as first class, erudite editors. 
I note in this respect the quality of 
the response to Peter Leahy’s letter. 
In Touch includes contingent thinking 
on current issues of interest to an 
interested community. It has all the 
cooking, knitting, jokes and parish 
news items of the everyday parish 
magazine but it has much more; 
it has an intellectual content that 
makes it unique among parish maga-
zines which the majority of parishio-
ners obviously appreciate. 

FROM WILLIE STEINBERG WRITING 
FROM FINCHLEY, LONDON N3 3JH
Dear Editor; 
Jerry Crowley 
(right) must be 
congratulated for 
his masterly and 
lucid analysis 
of the realpo-
litik of the con-
fused situation 
in Ukraine. As 
he rightly pointed out, the 
West’s response ignored Russia’s 
sensibilities and historical links to 
the Ukraine. A more rational and con-
structive approach would have been 
to offer to cooperate with Russia in 
solving the economics and political 
turmoil in the region, instead of a con-
frontational Cold War response and 
the application of sanctions.

With regard to the current situation, 
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Kate van den Bosch visiting a school in Cerro Pando, Nicaragua.

My grandmother would have loved how the gift she left CAFOD in her will is
transforming lives in the world’s poorest communities. 

When my grandma died in 2008, she left a gift to CAFOD in her will. In 2012, I joined CAFOD
on a trip to Nicaragua to see how gifts like hers were being used to change lives.

I was amazed and inspired by everything I saw. Whether providing essential medicines,
helping children go to school or making sure families can access clean water, CAFOD
supports local people to transform their communities. I know my grandmother would
have loved to see how much her gift is achieving. 

I know she would have loved to inspire you to include CAFOD in your will too. 

My
grandmother
would
have loved
this ad.

For more information, visit: cafod.org.uk/legacy
CAFOD is a member of Your Catholic Legacy.

“Grandma didn’t talk about her faith a
great deal, but through her support of
CAFOD, she put that faith into action."

Leaving a legacy to CAFOD is a very special way to ensure your Catholic values live on.

To request a free copy of CAFOD’s will-making guide, or to discuss the difference a gift in
your will could make, call Heather on 020 7095 5367, email legacy@cafod.org.uk or write 
to Heather Vallely, CAFOD, Romero House, 55 Westminster Bridge Road, London, SE1 7JB. 
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CHIMNEY SWEEP
Have your chimney or solid fuel burning stove swept to ensure it 

remains safe and e�cient to use.
If you have a chimney fire, your household insurance provider 
may refuse to settle all or part of any claim if you have not had 
the chimney or stove flue pipe swept on a regular basis by a 

professional chimney sweep.
My name is Bob Gliddon, and by using the latest equipment I will 
provide you with an e�cient and professional service, leaving you free 

to use and enjoy your fire this winter and beyond.

Call 07552 238536 for an appointment
Member of the Guild of Master Chimney Sweeps.  Fully insured.

LETTERS
continued

�
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and cook for a further 5 minutes.

3. Turn the fruit into the prepared 
dish. Tip the flour and cinnamon into 
a bowl, add the butter, cut into small 
pieces and rub in with your fingertips. 
Stir in the sugar, and then add the 
egg and milk and mix lightly to a soft 
batter (this can be done in the food 
processor).

4. Drop tablespoonfuls of the batter 
over the fruit, leaving gaps where the 
fruit peers through, then scatter over 
the nuts. Bake for 25-30 minutes 
until the topping has a crisp brown 
crust.

Sloe or damson gin
Pricking the diminutive fruits with a 
needle is less fiddly than it sounds; a 
job to do on a damp Saturday after-
noon. The jars, filled with sugar, gin 
and fruit, need turning regularly until 
the sugar has dissolved, then tucking 
away in a dark corner for a couple of 
months while the magic gets to work.

900g sloes or damsons 
700g sugar
1.5 litres gin
2 -3 preserving jars with lids

1 Wipe the damsons, discarding 
any that are squashy or bruised. 
Prick the fruit all over with a needle 
and put them into glass preserving 
jars, layering them with the sugar. 
Alternatively, freeze the fruit in a 
sealable plastic bag, and then bash 
them with a heavy object until they 
are cracked.

juice to help them set when making 
jam.

Damsons are blue-black fruit that 
look like small plums. Wild varieties 
are extremely tart, and so are best rel-
egated to the jam jar. An old English 
recipe using damsons is damson 
‘cheese’, which is a rich confection of 
fruit, potted and aged before eating. 

Modern cultivated damsons such 
as the Merryweather variety can be 
eaten raw when ripe, although there 
is about as much stone as there is 
flesh. In general, they’re best cooked, 
which brings out their sweet, spicy 
flavour. Many home-brewers are also 
eager to harvest the fruit to make 
damson gin.

Damsons are at their plentiful best 
in September.

Prunes are a special type of dried 
plum. The fruit is oval, black-skinned, 
loose-stoned and very sweet. They 
can be dried or semi-dried and the 
most famous variety is Prunes d’Agen

Not a fan of prunes? You’re not 
alone. In fact, women ages 25 to 
54 react so negatively to the idea 
of prunes that the California Prune 
Board pressured the Food and Drug 
Administration to change their name 
to the more appealing ‘dried plums’ 
(which they technically are), and it 
worked! Sales of this super-healthy 
purple fruit have hit new heights.

Plum and marzipan tarte tatin
75g light muscovado sugar
9 - 10 ripe large plums, halved and 
stones removed
100g marzipan
1 x 320g pack all-butter puff pastry
Ice cream, cream or crème fraîche, to 
serve (optional)
20cm round fixed base tin – 5cm deep

1. Preheat the oven to 220C/Gas 7 
(200C fan).

2. Sprinkle the sugar over the base of 
the cake tin in an even layer.

3. Arrange the plums on top of the 
sugar, cut-side down.

4. Roll out the marzipan thinly to a 
round slightly smaller than the tin and 
place on top of the plums.

5. Roll out the pastry just a little bit 
bigger so that it is the width of the 

ous cells that cause tumours. They 
are high in Vitamin C content which 
means they help protect against con-
ditions such as asthma, bowel can-
cer, osteoarthritis, osteoporosis and 
rheumatoid arthritis. 

Both prunes and plums are high 
in soluble fibre that helps to keep 
blood sugar levels stable. Soluble 
fibre slows the rate that food leaves 
the stomach and, as a result, delays 
the absorption of sugar into the blood 
stream. It also increases the body’s 
sensitivity to insulin and as a conse-
quence prevents type 2 diabetes and 
obesity. But perhaps for the calorie 
conscious, a more valuable asset is 
that they help you feel satisfied after 
a meal, which can prevent overeating 
and subsequent weight gain.

Availability
All year round, but British varieties 
are in season from mid August to 
October.

The British plum season starts in 
late July with the Opal variety and fin-
ishes in mid to late September with 
the Marjorie Seedling. Each variety 
has a 2-3 week season.

 British plums develop an intense 
flavour when cooked. They make 
excellent jam, jelly and fruit cheese, 
but can also be bottled. Strong spices 
such as star anise, cloves, vanilla, 
cinnamon and black pepper all taste 
good with poached plums. Cream 
and custard based accompaniments 
such as ice cream or rice pudding 
balance their flavour. Out-of-season 
imported plums can be cooked, but 
are much sweeter and taste best 
eaten raw.

Choose the best
As there are so many different vari-
eties, colour isn’t a useful guide to 
ripeness. Instead, look for smooth, 
unbruised skin with a chalky bloom, 
and firm flesh that gives a little when 
it’s gently squeezed. If they feel soft 
in the point where the dimple meets 
the stem, they’re overripe. Avoid split, 
brown or shrivelled examples.

The sweet and juicy flesh of the 
following plums make them particu-
larly good to eat raw: the yellowy-red 
skinned Victoria, the bright red Santa 
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 P lum is a fruit that is relat-
ed to the family of peach-
es, nectarines and cher-
ries. It is one of those 

fruits which are rich in dietary 
fibre that is effective in improving 
the digestive system. There are 
thousands of varieties of plums 
that are available throughout the 
world, ranging in colours like red, 
blue-black, purple, yellow, green 
or amber. Plums are believed to 
have originated in Asia and since 
then have been grown all over 
the world. 

Health Benefits of Plum
Plums and its dried form, known as 
‘Prune’ are high in unique phytonutri-
ents and cleansing agents. Together 
these help in the absorption of iron, 
essential for the red blood cells, and 
act as anti-oxidants increasing the 
purity of the blood and thus leading 
to better cardiovascular circulation 
which prevents all types of cardio-
vascular maladies including heart 
attacks and strokes. 

Eaten regularly they help prevent 
macular degeneration and in the long 
run, any other infection of the eye, 
making eye sight sharper and slow-
ing down the changes in the eyes that 
come with aging.  

There seems no end to the health 
benefits. Researchers have found that 
they have anti-cancer agents that may 
help prevent the growth of the cancer-

cake tin. Cut around the tin to make 
a circle, lay the pastry over the plums 
and tuck the edges of the pastry 
down around the fruit. Make a small 
cross in the top of the pastry to let the 
steam out.

6. Bake for 25-30 minutes or until the 
pastry is crisp and golden-brown and 
the plums are tender.

7. Loosen the edges of the tart, then 
turn out onto a plate and serve with 
ice cream, cream or crème fraîche.

From Mary Berry Cooks 
Vanilla poached plums Serves 8

500g plums, washed
200g golden caster sugar
1 Cinnamon stick
1 Vanilla pod, split and seeds scraped 
from middle

1 Cut the plums into quarters and 
remove the stones. Tip the sugar 
into a pan with 225ml water, the 
cinnamon and vanilla. Gently heat 
until the sugar dissolves. Slide the 
fruit into the syrup. Bring the pan 
to the boil, and then let it simmer 
for 5-10 minutes, depending on the 
ripeness, until the plums are soft. 

2 Leave to cool slightly and serve as 
they are with something creamy

Plum & apple cobbler
750g cooking apples (Bramley’s are 
best)
350g ripe plums
Juice of 1 lemon
100g golden caster sugar
For the cobbler
100g self-raising flour
1 tsp cinnamon
50g butter
50g golden caster sugar
1 egg, beaten
4 tbsp milk
50g/2oz walnut pieces

1. Preheat the oven to fan 160C/ 
conventional180C/gas 4. Butter a 
1.5 litre ovenproof pie dish.

2. Peel, core and slice the apples. 
Halve stone and quarter the plums. 
Put the apples in a pan with the 
lemon juice, sugar and 1 tbsp water. 
Bring to the boil, then cover and cook 
gently for 5 minutes. Add the plums 

Mary 
Knights

Cooking 
with

Submissions to Mary Knights c/o the 
editor 72 Malvern Drive IG8 0JP 

or email recipes@myintouch.co.uk

Please send in any recipes of your own 
making that you have enjoyed. See that 
the quantities of ingredients are clearly 
stated and only send in recipes that you 

have tried and tested. 

Plums Rosa and Burbank, the green/red 
Denniston’s Superb and the yellow-
skinned Black Amber. The drier, tart-
er flesh of the Mirabelle, Quetsch and 
Czar plums makes them perfect for 
cooking with.

Preparation
Using a sharp knife, cut in half fol-
lowing the line of the dimple, then 
gently grip each half and twist apart. 
Pull out the stone or ease out with 
the tip of the knife, then chop or 
slice the flesh. The skin is edible, 
but if you want to eat them raw but 
skinned, drop them into boiling water 
for around 15 or so seconds, then 
plunge them immediately into cold 
water. The skin should come away 
easily. Alternatively, if you’re cooking 
them, skin them afterwards.

Storage
Once ripe, plums will keep at room 
temperature for around three or four 
days. Or store them in the fridge in a 
perforated bag for up to five days.

Cooking
Eat sweet dessert plums raw. Halve 
and roast (15-20 minutes); poach 
whole (15-25 minutes); stew (10 min-
utes). Bake in pies and crumbles.

Alternatives
Try damson or greengage.

Greengages are considered to be 
among the finest dessert plums as 
they have a soft, delicate, aromatic 
flesh, and are best appreciated raw; 
they are a sweet and juicy type of des-
sert plum that range in colour from yel-
low to dark-green, and can be speck-
led with burgundy. Greengages are 
in season in August and September. 
Greengages are worth poaching and 
freezing for eating later in the year. 
They are grown in temperate areas 
and are known for their rich, confec-
tionery flavour.

If cooking with greengages, crème 
fraîche or Greek-style yoghurt will 
enhance their natural sweetness 
in fools, bavarois, mousses and ice 
creams. Vanilla and almond comple-
ment their flavour in pies, crumbles 
and sponges. Greengages have a 
medium level of pectin, so add lemon 



in recent weeks if I am afraid of 
this ministry, of coming to Brentwood. 
Not at all! But one thing has always 
puzzled me; how can bishops wear 
two hats and get away with it? I had 
a fitting in front of a mirror by a fussy 
Italian fitter which seemed fine, but 
when it comes to getting them off, 
they explode. So be patient with me. 
I suspect the clergy will have clubbed 
together to buy me L plates. I need 
them! But I am very, very confident 

that the people and 
priests of the diocese 
will look after me as I 
hope I do for you, by the 
Grace of God.”

Faced with the daunt-
ing task of leading the 
diocese, he showed 
great humility. It was 
reminiscent of the reac-
tion Pope Francis gave 
when he walked out on 
to the balcony after his 
election as Pope. Pomp 
and circumstance were 
notably absent as he 

humbly pledged to serve the people of 
Brentwood as their shepherd.

Music by Parry, Rutter and Mozart 
were beautifully perfomed by Andrew 
Wright  and the Cathedral Choir. 

John Rutter’s The Peace of 
God, which many will 

remember was spe-
cially commissioned 

for the dedication 
of Brentwood 
Cathedral in 
1991, was sung 
after Communion.  
The Cathedral 

rang with a heart-
felt rendition of 

Guide me O thou Great 
Redeemer as the service 

came to its conclusion.
After the ordination, a recep-

tion was held in Courage Hall at 
Brentwood School, where Bishop 
Alan made a point of introducing him-
self to every individual. His mother 
watched proudly as he was warmly 
welcomed by his new flock. It was a 
very special day for all those present 
and the start of an exciting new chap-
ter in our diocesan history. 

 On 1st July, 2014, Angela 
Meyler and I were privi-
leged to attend the ordi-
nation of our new bishop, 

Alan Williams. The whole opera-
tion was meticulously planned 
and executed, from the car park-
ing to the seating in Brentwood 
Cathedral.  It was literally bursting 
at the seams, with many familiar 
faces from the diocese. Cardinals, 
priests and bishops abounded, as 
well as civic dignitar-
ies and parishioners.

Cardinal Vincent 
Nichols was the prin-
cipal celebrant and 
he gave a very moving 
homily, firstly thank-
ing Bishop Thomas 
McMahon for his ster-
ling work for the diocese 
in his thirty four years of 
service. In welcoming Fr 
Alan Williams, he said : 
“You know you are sup-
ported by the love and 
prayers of all of us here 
today, and by so, so many more.”

He referred to the remarkable 
words of Pope Francis in February, 
when he addressed the Congregation 
of Bishops on their roles as shep-
herds to their flocks: “From the lips 
of the Church comes the cry: Give us 
a bishop, one who will lift us up, who 
will watch over us with the fullness 
of the heart of God. Don’t send us a 
manager, an administrator. We need 
someone who knows how to reach up 
to the gaze of God and who can guide 
us towards Him for only in His gaze is 
our future to be found.”

Cardinal Vincent also spoke of Pope 
Francis’ advice about how a bishop 
should see his priorities and exhorted 
Bishop Alan to remember it well.

“The first work of the bishop is 
prayer. His first enthusiasm is for 
prayer. He is to pray boldly, arguing 
with God for the sake of his people. 
Then, secondly, he is to stay close to 
the people, in his heart and how he 
spends his days. In a bishop there 
can be no psychology of princes. He 
is always to be a servant. “

Pope Francis spoke of patience 
as the finest quality of a bishop – 
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2. Half fill each of the jars with fruit. 
Pour gin over the fruit to fill the jars, 
keeping the gin bottles for later. Seal 
and leave in a cool place, preferably 
for three months. Turn the jars over 
from time to time – I do it every 
few days - or give them a respectful 
shake. 

3. Filter the gin through a muslin-
lined funnel into the reserved gin 
bottles. Store in the cool, where it 
will keep for several months.

4.Great serve chilled, over ice or 
topped  up with some sparkling wine.

Plum or Damson Jam 8lb jam

1.5kg damsons or plums
1.25kg granulated sugar
400ml water

1. I can never be bothered  to stone 
my damsons before making this jam 
and so I cook them whole and then 
scoop most of the stones out before 
pouring into the jars and then take 
the rest out when spreading on my 
bread. But if you have more patience 
than I do then go ahead and stone 
the damsons/plums.

2. Put the prepared damsons/ 
plums (i.e stems removed, any over 
ripe ones removed, washed) into 
a preserving pan with the water. 
Simmer for about ten minutes until 
the fruit is soft. It may take longer 
for some varieties and some may 
be ready sooner so keep an eye on 
things.

3. Add the sugar and stir until 
dissolved. Bring to boiling point 
and boil rapidly until setting point is 
achieved. Setting point can be tested 
by placing saucers in the fridge 
before you start making the jam 
and then you pour a teaspoonful of 
the jam onto a cold saucer. Leave 
to cool for a minute or so and then 
push the jam with your finger. If it 
wrinkles, it is at setting point. If it 
doesn’t wrinkle then boil for a few 
more minutes and then test again. 
Otherwise use a jam thermometer 
and it is ready when it reaches 
104.5°c.

4 Remove any scum that has risen 
to the surface. Pot into sterilised jars 
and cover. 

“Patience, patience, five times 
patience!”

Cardinal Vincent concluded the ser-
mon with a favourite saying of his 
mother – “This is the day that the Lord 
has made. Let us rejoice and be glad 
in it.” 

After the laying on of hands by 
the Cardinal and the other bishops , 
our newly ordained Bishop Alan was 
anointed with the Oil of Chrism and 
received the Book of Gospels, the 

ring and the mitre. Bishop Thomas 
handed him the Pastoral Staff and 
Bishop Alan was invited to sit in the 
Bishop’s Chair.

After Communion, there were sev-
eral speeches of welcome  
from the Papal Nuncio, 
Archbishop Antonio 
Mennini,  Cardinal 
Cormac Murphy-
O’Connor and 
Bishop Stephen 
Cottrell, Bishop of 
Chelmsford, who 
welcomed him on 
behalf of Church 
leaders of other 
denominations. His 
speech was memorable 
for its warmth and humour. He 
reiterated to Bishop Alan the words he 
had used to Her Majesty the Queen on 
her recent visit to Chelmsford : “The 
only way is Essex!” He also praised the 
tireless work done by Bishop Thomas 
over the years to bring the different 
Churches closer together. 

When it came to his turn, Bishop 
Alan, on the advice of a fellow bishop, 
kept it short. “I have been asked 

Reverend 
Alan Williams SM                                                 

By Coleen Carlile



Hum   urHum   ur
By Jo King

A friend went to in Beijing recently 
and was given this brochure by the 
hotel. She now keeps it on the work 
top in the kitchen to cheer herself 
up whenever things get her down. 

 
Getting There: Our representative 
will make you wait at the airport. 
The bus to the hotel runs along 
the lake shore. Soon you will feel 
pleasure in passing water. You will 
know that you are getting near the 
hotel, because you will go round the 
bend. The manager will await you in 
the entrance hall. He always tries 
to have intercourse with all new 
guests.
The hotel: This is a family hotel, 
so children are very welcome. We 
of course are always pleased to 
accept adultery. Highly skilled nurs-
es are available in the evenings 
to put down your children. Guests 
are invited to conjugate in the bar 
and expose themselves to others. 
But please note that ladies are not 
allowed to have babies in the bar. 
We organize social games, so no 
guest is ever left alone to play with 
them self.
The Restaurant: Our menus have 
been carefully chosen to be ordi-
nary and unexciting. At  dinner, our 
quartet will circulate from table to 
table, and fiddle with you.
Your Room: Every room has excel-
lent facilities for your private parts. 
In winter, every room is on heat. 
Each room has a balcony offer-
ing views of outstanding obscenity! 
You will not be disturbed by traffic 
noise, since the road between the 
hotel and the lake is used only by 
pederasts.
Bed: Your bed has been made in 
accordance with local tradition. If 
you have any other ideas please 
ring for the chambermaid. Please 
take advantage of her. She will be 
very pleased to squash your shirts, 
blouses and underwear. If asked, 
she will also squeeze your trousers.

 
Above all: When you leave us at the 
end of your holiday, you will have no 
hope. 

You will struggle to forget it.
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An old man lay sprawled across three 
entire seats in the cinema When the 
usher came by and noticed this, he 
whispered to the old man,

“Sorry sir, but you’re only allowed 
one seat.” The old man didn’t budge. 
The usher became more impatient.

“Sir, if you don’t get up from 
there I’m going to have to call the 
manager.”Once again, the old man 
just muttered and did nothing. 

The usher marched briskly back 

Theatre Seats for Seniors up the aisle, and in a moment he 
returned with the manager. Together 
the two of them tried repeatedly to 
move the old dishevelled man, but 
with no success. Finally they sum-
moned the police. The officer sur-
veyed the situation briefly then asked, 
“All right buddy what’s your name?” 
“Fred,” the old man moaned.“Where 
ya from, Fred?” asked the police 
officer. With a terrible grunt in 
his voice, and without moving,  
Fred replied...... “The balcony.”   

So who is for opting out of Europe? How about this for statistics 
Pythagoras’ Theorem: 24 words

Lord’s Prayer: 66 words
Archimedes’ Principle: 67 words
Ten Commandments: 179 words

Gettysburg Address: 286 words 
US Declaration of Independence: 1,300 words

US Constitution with all 27 Amendments: 7,818 words
EU Regulations on the Sale of CABBAGES: 26,911 words

 

Life without the NHS.
A man suffered a serious heart attack 
while shopping in a store. The store 
clerk called 999 when they saw him 
collapse to the floor. The paramedics 
rushed the man to the nearest hos-
pital where he had emergency open 
heart bypass surgery. He awakened 
from the surgery to find himself in the 
care of nuns at the Catholic Hospital. 

A nun was seated next to his bed 
holding a clipboard loaded with sev-
eral forms and a pen. She asked 
him how he was going to pay for 
his treatment.  “Do you have health 
insurance?” she asked. He replied in 
a raspy voice, “No health insurance”. 
The nun asked, “Do you have money 
in the bank?”He replied, “No money 
in the bank.” Do you have a relative 
who could help you with the pay-
ments?” asked the irritated nun.

He said, “I only have a spinster 
sister, and she is a nun.” The nun 

became agitated and announced 
loudly, “Nuns are not spinsters! Nuns 
are married to God.” The patient 
replied, “Perfect. Send the bill to my 
brother-in-law.”

A lady was sitting in St Paul’s 
Cathedral, taking in the beauty 
and silence of the place. Suddenly 
a gaggle of noisy Americans 
arrived behind her, and a voice 
asked: “Is this the Sistine Chapel?”

An Irish girl present in New York 
for the annual St. Patrick’s Day 
Parade, got talking to another girl 
about the St. Patrick’s celebrations 
back home, to which came the 
reply, “Gosh, you mean you have 
St. Patrick’s Day in Ireland too?”

A lady was sitting in St Paul’s 

Americans abroad can be a lot 
of fun but keep your distance

GREENMANTLE

A  luxury care home  
for old people and 
people with dementia
“Living in comfort, dignity and 
style” in a warm family atmosphere

� �

20 Mornington Road � Woodford Green � Essex IG8 0TL
020 8506 2301 and 020 8504 3650

Members of the National care Homes Association

The Home
• An attractive modernised   
Edwardian home located within   
the Woodford Green    
conservation area close to all   
amenities offering:
• Comfortable single bedrooms  
 - four with en-suite facilities
• Choice of showers or bathroom  
 with hoist
• Luxurious lounge and dining   
room
• Double glazed heated   
conservatory
• Six person lift
• Full central heating
• Satellite TV, music centre and   
piano
• Regularly changed library   
books
• Beautiful gardens
• Own mini bus with tail lift

The Care
• Long and Short term stays
• Twenty four hour professional   
 care by fully qualified and   
 experienced staff
• Physician in attendance
• A nurse call system in every room
• First class catering to meet   
 individual needs and religion
• Home entertainment and outings
• Occupational Therapy
• Visiting hairdresser,    
 physiotherapist and    
 chiropodist arranged on request
• Residents’ own furniture and   
 belongings welcome
• Residents’ visitors welcome at   
 all times
• Resident meetings and   
 questionnaires
• Own newsletter in colour and   
 annual report

Woodford Green 
Funeral Directors
(inc TA C Lambart & co Ltd)

Local Independent Funeral Directors

A Complete 
Funeral Service

l Private Chapel of Rest
l 24 Hour Personal Service

l Arrangements may be made in the 
privacy of you own home

l A Golden choice of pre-paid funeral 
plans available

l Traditional courtesy and conduct throughout

354 High Road, Woodford Green, Essex IG8 0QX
(Opposite the castle Public House)

020 8504 4372 - 020 8559 1979
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It was my daughter’s graduation 
and I had driven down to Exeter 
with my brother to enjoy her proud 
moment.  Halfway down the motor-
way, I realised, to my horror, that my 
carefully chosen outfit for the occa-
sion was still hanging on the picture 
rail by my front door!  There was no 
time to go back, so I resigned myself 
to a quick trip into Exeter to purchase 
a disappointing replacement.  My 
brother dutifully traipsed round the 
shopping mall with his increasingly 
irate sister, no doubt wishing he’d 
stayed at home!

Despite the bad beginning, the 
graduation went without a hitch and 

Many years ago, on a cold wet winter 
morning, I climbed aboard an Inter-City 
train at Euston, destined for Bletchley 
Station in Buckinghamshire.  I was 
in my early twenties, worked in com-
munications and had been seconded 
to Government Services (GSD) for 
twelve months. I arrived at Bletchley, 
was picked up at the station and 
driven to a ‘site’ called Bletchley Park 
(BP) to undergo induction training.  
Passing through security and driv-
ing into BP, my first reactions were 
mixed.  On the left was an imposing 
mansion house and, peering through 
the early morning mist, I could see 
what looked like recreational greens 
on the right, and to their side, a rather 
pleasant lake.  Glancing through the 
car’s windscreen, I saw a multitude 
of different tall trees, and concealed 
behind these was a sprawling collec-
tion of ‘huts’, some wooden, some 
brick and a number of grey concrete 
blocks, many with paint peeling off 
their walls.  Around the site was an 
ample array of posts with linked  
barbed wire, obviously to put 
off uninvited guests. I met the 
assigning officer, signed and 
collected various papers and 
was shown to my ‘billet’.  Later, 
over a cup of coffee, I met my 

other ‘classmates’ and started the 
course proper - which incidentally  
has no relevance to this article.  I 
didn’t return to BP until June this year 
when, with my wife, I met Sir John 
Dermot Turing, the nephew of the 
brilliant English mathematician and 
codebreaker Alan Turing.

In the early 1930’s the cataclysmic 
seeds of WWII were being sown in the 
German beer halls of Munich.  And 
in London, high ranking officers in 
Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service 
(SIS) were becoming increasingly 
alarmed that the Government Code 
and Cypher School (GC&CS) - which 
was modestly housed at Broadway 
Buildings, St James’s - was insuffi-
cient for the needs of the large scale 
codebreaking operations that would 
be needed in the event of war.  Worse 
still; being situated in the middle of 
the city, it would be vulnerable to the 
constant threat of air raid attack by 
the Luftwaffe.  

This was all in stark 
contrast to the 

quiet undulating 
Buckinghamshire 
countryside when 
in the Spring of 
1938, the BP 
mansion, and 

Home of the 
codebreakers 
By Peter LeahyMurder on the motorway

ample array of posts with linked  
barbed wire, obviously to put quiet undulating 

countryside when 

IN TOUCH 2014 ISSUE 3  21

celebrations ensued. The follow-
ing morning, the car loaded to the 
gunnels with Emma’s possessions, 
including TV and various musical 
instruments, we set off minus my 
daughter (who wouldn’t have fitted in 
the car anyway!). She was following 
on in a few days’ time. 

We were in the middle of a mini 
heatwave, so I was grateful for the 
air conditioning in my newly acquired 
second- hand Honda. I was just com-
menting on what a good buy it had 
proved to be when there was a loud 
bang and the steering seemed to go 
haywire. With difficulty I manoeuvred 
the car on to the hard shoulder and 
got out to investigate. It was a flat tyre, 
as flat as a pancake. Muttering words 
my brother shouldn’t have been privy 
to, I weighed up the possibilities. Was 

I capable of changing the wheel? Did 
I have a spare wheel??  Luckily, I was 
a member of AA so I phoned through 
and managed to give them a rough 
idea where I was between junctions 
on the motorway.

While I was waiting, I could get 
the spare wheel out, I thought. Only 
one problem. One very big problem.  
Most of Emma’s wordly possessions  
were crammed on top of it. With the 
sweat pouring off me in rivers, I set to 
work unloading the carefully packed 
belongings, my brother working along-
side me. As he yanked at a reluctant 
bin bag wedged between two guitars, 
it burst open and  a blonde-haired 
woman’s head flew out, severed at 
the neck, and proceeded to bounce 
down the hard shoulder of the motor-
way, nearly causing a lorry to shed 
its load as the driver watched in hor-
ror.  Accompanied by a cacophony of 
blaring car horns, I sprinted after the 
head, intent on my mission. I raised it 
triumphantly in the air like an ancient 
warrior and received a cheer from a 
passing car. It was all I could do to 
stop myself bowing in acknowledge-
ment. 

At that moment, the AA van 
appeared, so I waved the head at 
him to let him know he’d come to the 
right breakdown. In truth, he didn’t 
look too happy about stopping, but 
he pulled in behind my sick car, leav-

ing me to follow behind. My brother 
was still standing in the same spot, 
open-mouthed. He hadn’t attempted 
to pull out any more bags, no doubt 
frightened of dislodging another 
body part. I hastened to reassure 
him and the AA man that the head 
was a dummy on which my daughter 
kept her wig. Mollified, the man set 
to work changing the wheel (yes, 
thank God the spare wheel was in 
the boot!) 

But that wasn’t the end of the 
drama.  As I leant into the car to find 
some much needed water, I realised 
the keys were missing! A hurried con-
sultation with my brother confirmed 
that he hadn’t touched them. I had 
had them when I opened the boot so 
perhaps they had fallen among the 
bags in the back. Having searched 
fruitlessly for some minutes, I started 
to panic. I’d have to empty every 
bag out and what if they’d fallen on 
the floor and a passing lorry had  
dragged them up the motorway!  My 
mind was in overdrive, unlike my car, 
which was unlikely to even experi-
ence ignition. By now, the AA man 
had completed the job and we were 
all mulling over the mystery of the 
keys. He went back to his van to fill 
out the paperwork and returned with 
a broad smile on his face.

“What would you give me if I said I 
knew where your keys were?” 

I was definitely not in the mood for 
jokes at this juncture, and told him 
so. He gestured at my open boot.

“They’re still in the lock of your 
boot,” he said. “I saw them because I 
was sitting higher up in the van!”

I should have been thoroughly 
mortified but I was just so grateful to 
find the elusive keys I was ecstatic. I 
had forgotten this car required a key 
to unlock the boot. I apologised hum-
bly to my saviour for all the trouble 
but he assured me he would be din-
ing out on the story of our meeting 
for some time.  It wasn’t often he 
encountered his customers appar-
ently disposing of dead bodies.

As for my brother, the whole inci-
dent had apparently traumatised him 
so much, he fell into a deep sleep as 
soon as we set off for home. At least, 
I hope he was just asleep………….. 
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large surrounding areas of land, 
were due for demolition to make 
way for a large new housing estate.  
However, Admiral Sir Hugh Sinclair, 
head of SIS (now MI6) stepped in 
and acquired the mansion and 60 
acres of surrounding land for ‘gov-
ernment purposes’.  This resulted in 
GC&CS being relocated (in phases) 
from London to BP, and completely 
so by 1939.   Famous cryptanalysts, 
chess champions, crossword experts 
and a selection of fluent linguists 
all moved from London to their new 
home in Buckinghamshire.   In posi-
tion, BP was ideally suited for its 
purpose.  There was nearby access to 
the London main road (now the A5).  
It was close to Bletchley railway sta-
tion which had direct links to London 
and the north, and above all - it was 
centrally placed between Oxford and 
Cambridge universities - virtually in 
the middle of the ‘varsity railway line’ 
that linked the two universities. 

The Polish Cypher Bureau had 
already done a considerable amount 
of work to decode the very formi-
dable German ‘Enigma’ cypher, using 
mathematical and some mechani-
cal techniques.  But this was still a 
long, laborious process.  In July 1939, 
three Polish mathematicians (aware 
that Poland would soon be invaded), 
shared their work with the British 
and French intelligence agencies.  
Commander Alastair Denniston (oper-
ational head of GC&CS at BP), then 
approached Oxford and Cambridge 
Universities to recruit ‘suitable types’ 
for ‘particular work, that would help 
the war effort’.  The mathematician 
Peter Twinn, had already joined from 

Oxford in February 1939, and two 
further outstanding mathematicians:  
Cambridge’s Alan Turing and Gordon 
Welchman reported to BP the day 
after war was declared.  Technicians 
and engineers were recruited along 
with an array of ‘trusted’ debutantes, 
typists and clerical officers - all sup-
ported by large numbers of ‘Wrens’, 
members of the Women’s Royal 
Naval Service.

New recruits would arrive and 
be hustled into a large room in the 
mansion house.  Doors would be 
slammed tight and an armed captain 
would ‘forcibly explain’ to the gath-
ered newcomers, that during their 
work at BP, they would acquire knowl-
edge of German operations that was 
unimaginable to people outside, and 
critically essential for Allied success.  
These matters of war were Top Secret 
and unmentionable to anyone: during 
meals, during breaks, whilst travel-
ling, by one’s own fireside, within 
the hut or to others not involved 
with the immediate task.  Charges 
of treason would be brought against 
anyone found ignoring these rules.  
Recruits (some visibly shaken by the 
forceful nature of these announce-
ments) would then sign the Official 
Secrets Act, incorporating their vows 
of silence.

Gordon Welchman, apart from 
being an incredibly gifted mathemati-
cian, was also a very able organiser.  
In the early days of the war, getting 
BP up and running quickly: training 
newcomers, equipping huts, laying 
out communications networks and 
creating the structural processes by 
which the German codes could be 

broken, must have been a mammoth 
task.  Neither could it have been easy 
dealing with such an eclectic mix of 
brilliant minds and the high pressure 
work, which if unsuccessful could 
mean the loss of so many Allied ser-
vicemen’s lives.  This eccentric mix of 
‘Boffins and Debs’ became known as 
the ‘Golf, Cheese and Chess Society’.  
At a very early stage of the war, 
Winston Churchill realised the cru-
cial importance of the BP work, and 
when in 1941 there were problems 
at BP resourcing this work, Turing, 
Welchman and others wrote directly 
to Churchill detailing their concerns.  
When Churchill read their letter, he 
immediately wrote to his Chiefs of 
Staff as follows...   “Action this day:  
Make sure they (BP) have all they 
want and report to me when this 
is done.”  In later correspondence, 
Churchill (always an ardent supporter 
of BP) referred to them as the “geese 
that laid the golden egg, and never 
cackled.”

The German Enigma code is prob-
ably the best known code that BP 
broke.  Plain German text was encod-
ed by the sender, using an Enigma 
machine (a bit larger than an old 
fashioned typewriter).  This encoded 
text was then sent to the receiving 
station using radio Morse Code, and 
at the receiving end, the operator 
would again use an identical Enigma 
machine, set up in the same way, to 
decode the signal.

At this point I run out of names like 
billions and trillions.  The astound-
ing fact is that an Enigma message 
could be sent in approximately 
158,000,000,000,000,000,000 dif-

ferent ways. It’s in the cold 
light of hindsight, that I find 
it absolutely incredible, that 
without computers, anyone 
could decode the correct mes-
sage, out of these trillions of 
permutations.  However, BP 
did and newcomers to the 
work had the odd sensation 
that they were participating in a 
miracle that they were entirely 
incapable of understanding.  
I spoke to some of the BP 
historians in June 2014, and 
they told me that messages 
could frequently be decoded within 
6 hours of the encrypted message 
being received.  If very difficult, it 
could take up to 3 days. 

Of crucial importance were the 
British listening stations that inter-
cepted German Morse Code radio 
signals.  Initially, radio receiving 
equipment was installed at the man-
sion’s water tower, but due to the 
array of aerials emanating from the 
radio gear, it was feared that this 
could draw too much attention to 
BP, so the equipment was moved to 
nearby Whaddon Hall.  As the opera-
tions at BP grew, five other listening 
stations were activated; their results 
were sent to BP either using paper 
(by armed courier), or via telegraph 
systems.  At its busiest, BP code 
breaking took place on a truly indus-
trial scale, with nearly 9000 person-
nel working there (of which 80% were 
women).  A visiting senior American 
intelligence officer arrived at BP and 
looked rather bemused at the odd 
collection of characters - gentlemen 
smoking pipes and ladies playing 
rounders on the green.  The rather 
ramshackle appearance of the huts 
and the out of place position of an 
‘English country mansion’ did noth-
ing to lighten his mood.  However, 
after the day’s visit, the American was 
heard to say. “If this was in the U.S. 
we would have a custom built, bomb 
proof building, with smart young men 
and women working there - and floors 
full of new metal cabinets, with noth-
ing in them!”

It is testament to the brilliance, 
perseverance and calibre of the BP 
personnel, that the operation was 

the point where the transmis-
sion originated.  Subsequent 
transmissions then allowed 
the movements of such units 
to be established.  Such was 

the level of detail recorded, 
and fed to the next stage of 
the process, with no scrap 
of information being wast-

ed.  In this way the military 
analysts, could not only predict 

and track short term move-
ments in German field or 
naval units, but reasonably 
guess the patterns of much 

longer term enemy strategies.  The 
contribution that BP made to win-
ning WWII is globally recognised, and 
includes: locating the U-Boat packs in 
the battle of the Atlantic, identifying 
the German flying bomb sites (and 
also jet aircraft and heavy water sites) 
and establishing the German strength 
and locations, prior to Operations 
Overlord and the Mediterranean and 
North African Campaigns. 

General Dwight 
D Eisenhower 
said,  “The 
intelligence from 
your (Bletchley 
Park) has been of 
priceless value.  

It has saved thousands of British 
and American lives and, in no small 
way, contributed to the speed with 
which the enemy was routed and 
eventually forced to surrender.  It 
was a very decisive contribution to 
the Allied war effort.”

It’s with some regret that it took me 
forty years to return to BP in June this 
year.  But on return, I was so astound-
ed by the restorative work that the 
Bletchley Park Trust has done in rec-
reating the wartime atmosphere of 
the site that Val and I again took 
the relaxed 90 minute drive from 
Woodford a month later, to see many 
of the things we missed on the first 
visit.  Huts have been restored and 
made completely safe, and finally, 
when I entered Hut 8, I got an irra-
tional eerie feeling upon treading the 
same boards that the brilliant Alan 
Turing trod, so many years earlier.

The astounding fact is that an 
Enigma message could be sent  

in approximately

158,000,000,000,000,000,000

different ways. It’s absolutely 
incredible, that without  

computers, anyone could decode 
the correct message

so successful.  The outstanding abili-
ties of the mathematicians and the 
organising abilities of Welchman go 
without saying.  But for me, many 
of the true heroes of the operation 
were not the men, but mostly young 
women posted to the listening sta-
tions. Their duties were to intercept 
the encrypted German Morse Code 
signals, working long (and irregular 
hour) shifts, in dimly lit conditions and 
surviving on war rations.  I’ve heard 
it said that women are much more 
suited to this kind of work than men. 
This may be true, and if it were me 
doing that particular job, I doubt that 
I would have lasted more than two 
days.  Their concentration and dedi-
cation will have saved many Allied 
servicemen’s lives.  Imagine having to 
note down an endless stream of ‘gob-
bledegook letters’, knowing that if 
you make a slip on just one letter, the 
subsequent process of decoding the 
whole message would be rendered 
much more difficult and take much 
more time.  The work demanded 
intense concentration and this took 
its toll, with some women collaps-
ing or falling sick, which would then 
mean extended rest.

It’s interesting to note that these 
women became so proficient at their 
work, that they could often identify 
‘the Morse key hand’ of the German 
transmitting the code. Through 
necessity, Britain had become the 
world leader in radio and radar tech-
nology.  So when one of the listening 
stations identified ‘a hand’ they knew, 
it was possible (using radio trian-
gulation methods) to roughly locate 
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me back into an extraordinary world 
of competition and dedication to self, 
one’s health and fitness, and oth-
ers, the support and encouragement 
among athletes. Having made the 
decision on New Year’s Eve to get 
back some health and fitness, I began 
putting in some training miles.  The 
competitive edge I have always had 
returned and I ventured to New York 
for the half marathon along with Mo 
Farah.  While we were placed together 
at the start from three miles I was not 
to see him again.  However, 1:30hrs 
gave me a good basis to gauge my 
level of fitness. The London Marathon 

I make no apolo-
gies for the allu-
sion to Alan Sillitoe’s 
masterful short story 
the Loneliness of the 
Long Distance Runner 
but raise the ques-
tion about whether 
he got the title correct.  
Perhaps in 1959 there 
was little distinction 
between Aloneness and 
loneliness.  But believe 
it or not there is a small 
but noticeable difference 
between aloneness and 
loneliness.  To be alone 
is to be by oneself.  You 
may or may not FEEL lonely 
when you are alone, but the 
only important condition for 
being alone is that there is no one 
else around you.  To be lonely, is 
to suffer the feelings of loneliness, 
to want people, social contact, and 
yet be unable to get any.  Given this 
fact, it is quite possible to feel lonely 
when you are alone, and it is also to 
feel lonely when you are NOT alone.  
Sillitoe’s character ran to be alone, 
and in the final race he demonstrat-
ed that he had control over his own 
life. He exerted his independence 
above the pressures of his peers and 
the authorities.

So what has running ever done for 
me?  In my younger days I ran and 
was reasonably swift; a marathon 
personal best time of 2 hours 30 (and 
nine seconds).  I was competitive and 
raced to the point that I would drop.  I 
referred to the marathon distance of 
26.2 miles as a race too far for the 
body and continued to push towards 
that particular finish line.  That, in 
my later years, I can contemplate the 
contents of this article during a 30 

mile training run accompanied by my 
wife on her bike demonstrates for me 
a maturity of thought and a greater 
understanding of my own place in 
the cosmos; it helps me to become 
steady,  peaceful and centred.  Is this 
just middle age maturity or is there 
something deeper?

My return to running has brought 
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The aloneness of the long distance runner 
By Alan Mair

followed and then a week 
later the Boston Marathon; 3:27 and 
3:55 respectively.  However, it was to 
be the ultra-marathons that caught 
my attention.  An ‘ultra’ is a race of 
any distance beyond 26.2 miles.  My 
first foray into this type of race was the 
Grand Union Challenge, 100Km from 
Paddington along the Grand Union 
canal.  Despite setting out at a pace 
that would give me a time of sub 10 
hours I was brutally stung at 90Km.  
In fact the time it took me to complete 
the final 25 kilometres was longer 
than the time for the first 50Km.  Now 
I had a new respect for the distance 

and the effects on the body.  Finishing 
in 16th position out of 980 finishers I 
had a time of 13 hours and 41 sec-
onds.  Getting home I had to crawl 
up the stairs to bed, I was totally inca-
pacitated.  However, as some readers 
will recall, I stepped in to serve at 
the 10am mass the next morning.  
Unable to bend my legs, genuflecting 
was impossible and any steps, how-
ever minor, were mountains.

In the middle of July a former stu-
dent, Caroline Rose, emailed me 
for some advice on how she might 

raise money for a project she 
was going to be working on in 
Burkina Faso.  As I had signed 
up for another 100Km race, 
Race to the Stones, I suggested 
I would run that while highlight-
ing the projects she would be 
working with and so a Race for 
Justice was born.  Caroline was 
to be leading a group of volun-
teers from the UK during a seven 
month trip to the West African 
country.  They would be working 
with either a project for the dis-
abled or a women’s rights project.  
Having spent a significant part of 
the last ten years in Africa I knew 
that both groups are heavily mar-
ginalized in many parts of the great 
continent.  With some press publicity 
and Caroline raising the awareness at 
the Masses during the Race weekend 
she raised over £1,250 for the project.  
Any pain I was experiencing during 
the 10 Km paled into insignificance 
alongside the pain of those Caroline 
would be seeking to help.  I passed 
80Km at 6pm on the Saturday, the 
time when Caroline would be prepar-
ing to speak at the end of the Mass.  
I received a real bounce in my stride 
and some of my fastest kilometres 
are during this time.

Finishing in 54th position from a 
field of 2000 and winning the Masters 
title, (runners over the age of 50) I 

completed the race in 12 hours, six 
minutes and 4 seconds.  Why do the 
seconds seem to matter over such 
distances?  Having already experi-
enced the effect that being too fast at 
the beginning can have over this dis-
tance I finished nearly an hour faster 
and I could still walk, although a little 
unsteadily.

Another race down and many 
more on my bucket list as I aim to 
step up to the 100 mile distance; 
Leadville 100, Hardrock 100, Western 
States, Comrades Marathon.  What 
a way to travel the world; but first 
the beginnings; London and Boston 
Marathons.  What about the full 
house?  The six ‘majors’; usually com-
pleted over 2 years. The major mara-
thons are the top marathons in the 
world and include Berlin, Chicago, 
New York and Tokyo as well as London 
and Boston.  So the race for justice 
continues and I will be competing 
in these marathons for CAFOD and 
the Brentwood Children’s Society.  To 
date this feat has been completed by 
only 21 people worldwide.  So being 
the 22nd is a possibility but who ever 
remembers the person who came 
second?  Instead, by supporting the 
work of CAFOD and BCCS many will, 
I hope, experience support as justice 
is lived out.

Through 1500 miles of running this 
year I have come to treasure this time 
alone for contemplation and commu-
nication with the Higher Power.  Even 
in our daily lives we should practise 
spending some time alone, going over 
the events of the day.  Aloneness is 
both an important and integral part 
of our lives and is the opportunity to 
examine one’s life.  As Socrates’ said, 
“the unexamined life is not worth liv-
ing.” So what has running ever done 
for me?  Or rather, what has run-
ning ever done for others?  Perhaps 
Caroline can tell us about that upon 
her return from Burkina Faso.

sion to Alan Sillitoe’s 
masterful short story 
the Loneliness of the 
Long Distance Runner 
but raise the ques-
tion about whether 
he got the title correct.  
Perhaps in 1959 there 
was little distinction 
between Aloneness and 
loneliness.  But believe 
it or not there is a small 
but noticeable difference 
between aloneness and 
loneliness.  To be alone 
is to be by oneself.  You 
may or may not FEEL lonely 
when you are alone, but the 
only important condition for 

The aloneness of the long distance runner 
By Alan Mair

 � Donate to CAFOD and BCCS in support of Alan’s Major Marathons attempt  “A Race for Justice” at      https://mydonate.bt.com/fundraisers/alanmair63          Follow Alan’s blog at: alanoneverest.blogspot.co.uk
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ing the projects she would be 
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damned if it does, and damned if it 
doesn’t.  

What makes any Middle East 
intervention so risky, is the explosive 
mix of centuries-old tribal and reli-
gious tensions that compound the 
marked rivalry between the leading 
regional powers  -  Saudi Arabia (Arab 
leader and Sunni), Iran (Persian and 
Shia) and Turkey (ex-Ottoman and 
Sunni) - who prove time and again 
that they are prepared to risk stoking 
up these tensions to gain perceived 
strategic advantage. Hence the Saudi 
regime’s condoning the export, by 
wealthy individuals within its elite, of 
its extremist Wahhabi version of Islam 
that begat al-Qaeda and IS; Iran’s 
attempt to build a Shia power axis 
encompassing Syria, Lebanon and 
Iraq, explaining its commitment to the 
Assad regime, Iraq’s former sectarian 
al-Maliki Shia government, and the 
“state-within-a-state” that is Hizbollah 
in Lebanon (while the Shia account 
for just 10% of the Islamic population 
worldwide, they are dominant in Iran 
and in a small majority in Iraq); and 
Turkey’s attempts to exploit the result-
ing divisions to further its ambitions 
for regional leadership. It is this same 
corrosive sectarianism that explains 
the collapse of the Arab Spring, as 
election winners from Egypt to Libya 
to Iraq have failed to understand the 
necessity of building inclusive gov-
ernments: once elected, you govern 
for all your people, not just your own 
faction. Iraq’s Maliki government had 
cynically torn up its 2011 power-shar-
ing agreement with the other par-
ties, systematically marginalised the 
Sunni, and replaced professional Iraqi 
army commanders with its own party 
placemen, destroying army morale so 
much that it just fled in front of IS.  But 
also, the failure of the various Sunni 
power constituencies to build a united 

 I
n August 2013, the West 
came very close to interven-
ing in Syria, after a chemi-
cal attack upon civilians. 
Why didn’t it happen? While 

the US agonised, the recalled UK 
Parliament unexpectedly voted 
against intervention, due to many 
Tory MPs being on holiday, others 
tied up elsewhere in the House 
not bothering to vote, and an 
Opposition voting against the gov-
ernment less on principle than to 
score party political points, and 
not expecting victory. It was a 
shambles. The US President, with 
his already wavering resolve now 
further sapped by the surprise 
decision of his closest ally, was 
rescued from his unhappy dilem-
ma only by Vladimir Putin leaning 
on his Syrian ally to surrender 
its chemical weapon stockpile 
voluntarily. So instead of inter-
vention, a signal was sent to 
the Assad regime that while it’s 
out-of-bounds to exterminate its 
citizenry with chemical weapons, 
it’s jolly OK to carry on doing so by 
more conventional means. 

A year on, the nihilistic self-styled 
Islamic State movement (IS), the most 
extreme element amongst the Syrian 
rebels, has gained control of roughly 
one-third of each of Syria and Iraq, 
less by fighting opponents, than by 
so terrifying them with its reputation 
for brutality that they just flee.  Its 
murderous success is blamed by a 
legion of wise-after-the-event pundits 
on the West’s failure to arm the Syrian 
rebels, thereby providing a vacuum 
for extremists to exploit. President 
Obama’s reasonable counter-argu-
ment is that arming them could never 
have made much difference to the 
long-running civil war, given that they 
consisted mostly of  former doctors, 

farmers, pharmacists etc., up against 
a well-armed state backed by Russia, 
Iran and a battle-hardened Hizbollah. 
As it is, these rebels have continued 
being funded by Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar, with Turkey fanning the flames 
by allowing foreign extremist fighters 
into Syria through its borders. The 
Syrian regime has cynically let IS flour-
ish, because it obligingly spends most 
of its time fighting other rebel groups, 
while enabling it to paint all of these 
latter as crazed barbarians. Along 
with Turkey, it has also been indirectly 
funding it, by purchasing oil from oil-
fields it has captured.  For the US, its 
worst fears of arms supplies falling 
into the hands of extremists have 
been realised in ways it could never 
have foreseen, with IS now deploy-
ing huge amounts of sophisticated 
US-designed equipment, ranging from 
Blackhawk helicopters to tanks and 
humvees, abandoned Dunkirk-style 
by a fleeing Iraqi army that it had 
trained at exorbitant cost.

In truth, getting it right in the Middle 
East is virtually impossible; by com-
parison, the Ukrainian stand-off is far 
more amenable to rational policies. 
The West’s strong support for (and 
arming of) the Shah’s nasty dicta-
torial spy-state, ensured its demoni-
zation once he was toppled by the 
Iranian revolution (1979). Its subse-
quent building-up of Saddam Hussein 
as a counter-weight to Iran, ended 
abruptly with his invasion of Kuwait 
(1990). The breath-taking array of mis-
assumptions underlying the Iraq War 
needs no repeating; and the Western 
response to the now-extinct Arab 
Spring was confused and faltering. 
The US stands accused of unbottling 
the genie of long-submerged Sunni-
Shia religious tensions by invading 
Iraq, yet of inflaming these same ten-
sions by not intervening in Syria; it is 

IN TOUCH 2014 ISSUE 3 29

front against Maliki, attests to the dif-
ficulties of governing this fractured 
and divided country. Perceptions here 
are everything, therefore winning the 
propaganda/media war is essential. A 
key factor inhibiting more forceful US 
action against IS up till now has been 
that it would thereby have been prop-
ping up the highly unpopular Maliki 
government in Baghdad, a certain 
recruiting sergeant for Isis amongst 
Iraq’s various discontented Sunni. 

This cauldron of regional power 
rivalry cannot just be left to work itself 
out quietly, because of the instability 
it fosters. This includes the potential 
for failed states likely to destabilise 
neighbouring countries and become 
bases for militant Islamic fundamen-
talist movements (as in Somalia, 
Eritrea and Afghanistan); the desta-
bilising effect of yet more refugees, 
especially in already over-burdened 
countries like Lebanon, Jordan, and 
eastern Turkey; and the fact that the 
region still accounts for roughly one-
third of the world’s oil supplies. Other 
things being equal, it doesn’t matter 
much if Iraq breaks up into its three 
original constituent parts  - Sunni 
north, Shia south and Kurdistan in 
the north-east. The problem is that 
in the Middle East, things are never 
equal. Partition into new Sunni, Shia 
and Kurdish states could well just 
lead to the marginalisation or perse-
cution of each’s minorities, leading to 
mass population shifts like those that 
accompanied Indian independence, 
and fresh floods of refugees. Finally, 
unless IS is conclusively destroyed, 
there is the strong likelihood of a new 
Afghanistan-style terrorist super-state 
stretching from the Iran-Iraq border  
to the Mediterranean, committed to 
spreading jihad in Europe. 

The notion that all the ills of the 
Middle East are due to Western colo-

nialism and subsequent  interference, 
is comforting but lazy. The West, past 
and present, certainly has a lot to 
answer for. But there are other parts 
of the world that have emerged from 
colonial rule without sliding into the 
destructive tendencies that define this 
region. The rise of Wahhabi extrem-
ist Islamic fundamentalism in Saudi 
Arabia, and of its offspring al-Qaeda, 
preceded the invasion of Iraq, not vice-
versa. The same jihadist poison had 
also infected Pakistan long before al-
Qaeda’s rise; it had then spread into 
neighbouring Afghanistan, where the 
Taliban regime had blown up ancient 

the Kurds and Iranians, a key factor 
in pushing Iran towards its nuclear 
programme; his exclusion of  the Shia 
majority; and his persecution of the 
Marsh Arabs. The problem with the 
Iraq invasion was less the principle 
of removing an oppressive and desta-
bilising tyrant, than the lack of plan-
ning for the aftermath, particularly 
the failure to appreciate the depth 
of millenarian Sunni-Shia tensions, 
and how disbanding Saddam’s entire 
army would inflame them. 

All this begs the question of why yet 
again, yet again, it is the Americans 
who are left to do the heavy lifting. 
China also has a direct stake in the 
stability of Iraq because of its posi-
tion as the largest foreign investor in 
the country’s oil sector, reflecting its 
sharply rising domestic oil consump-
tion. It seems only a matter of time 
before it finds itself forced, like the US, 
into becoming a guarantor of regimes 
that matter to it. But evidently not yet.                   

Finally there are those pesky region-
al powers, who still prefer to ride on 
the coat-tails of Western outsiders 
while simultaneously castigating their 
inaction. Led by Saudi and including 
Turkey, they are estimated to possess 
around 1,000 combat-ready aircraft 
between them. A united front remains 
a pipedream, because each power 
fears ceding advantages to rivals. The 
majority Sunni powers fear bolstering 
Iran and the Assads, and with their 
long porous borders, are all afraid 
how IS will respond if they attack. But 
the IS threat far outstrips that from 
Iran: the more it spreads, the stronger 
it becomes, as it seizes resources and 
builds local networks. And minimising 
the Western role would deprive it of its 
most powerful recruitment weapon. 
In short, the West is unlikely to defeat 
this monster without robust regional 
involvement.      

Middle East mess 
time for the locals to take responsibility                                    By Jerry Crowley

statues of Buddha and imposed its 
own ultra-strict version of Islam, result-
ing in a kind of new Middle Ages with 
jeeps and kalashnikovs. It was only 
the atrocities of September 11 2001, 
sponsored by the Taliban regime, that 
brought forth the US invasion and 
regime change here.           

Alongside this lies the bizarre sug-
gestion, currently gaining ground in 
Western liberal circles, that Saddam 
Hussein was somehow a force for 
stability in the region, in a sort of 
golden age destroyed by the US inva-
sion of Iraq. This despite his having 
started wars with Iran and Kuwait, the 
former involving over a million deaths; 
his use of chemical weapons against 

 ...it is damned if it 
does, and damned 

if it doesn’t.
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Bring your affairs up to date Before it’s too late

Inheritance tax
With property values in the South East 
increasing on a monthly basis,  
it won’t be long before we are  
all paying inheritance tax.

The Inheritance Tax rate is 40%.
Tax thresholds are: 
Individuals: £325,000 
Married couples: £650,000.  
– on death of the survivor
For every £100,000 above the tax threshold, 
£40,000 is payable to the Inland Revenue.
Find out how you can protect your money 
and property from Inheritance Tax, 
residential care fees, bankruptcy  
or your childrens’ divorce.
Call us for a free consultation today
Home and Hospital visits available

Call and talk to one of our friendly professional team

CARE VISITS AT HOME
We care passionately

www.bluebirdcare.co.uk

Regulated by the Care Quality Commission and member of UKHCA

Essex West
Tel: 01277 230763 
New North House, 78 Ongar Road, Brentwood, Essex CM15 9BB
Email:essexwest@bluebirdcare.co.uk

Redbridge
Tel: 0208 989 8444 
137 George Lane, South Woodford, London, E18 1AN
Email: redbridge@bluebirdcare.co.uk 

 

What we o�er
We o�er everything from personal care to 
shopping, cleaning or social visits. In fact 
everything you need to stay in the comfort of 
your own home.

Alternative
Bluebird Care o�ers a realistic cost e�ective 
alternative to residential care. With familiar 
friends, relatives and possessions around, 
Bluebird Care ‘just happens’.

Our sta�
Our sta� are caring, trained to give medication 
and police checked.
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