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Preface

How our brains help or hinder the struggle for socialism

This document contains my current opinions about how people’s (and other mammals’, birds’ and possibly amphibians’) brains work. Most attempts at such analysis consider low-level concepts such as neurons firing and the balance of chemicals within the brain, but it is only through adopting a high-level approach like mine that it is possible to understand why people behave in the way they do, especially with regard to the future of the planet. Scientifically, it is necessary to test out hypotheses such as those in this document, which is something I do all the time in my interactions with others and reasoning about my actions.

There is a continuous struggle between GOOD and BAD forces in everybody’s minds and reflected across the whole of society in organisations of all kinds – including political parties, trade unions, campaigns, charities, religious organisations, social and sporting clubs, companies, organisations of the state and conspiratorial organisations (including many that are not part of the state) which infiltrate others in society in order to help or hinder them from within.

At any point in time, a particular person is either GOOD or BAD overall. I define a GOOD person as somebody who genuinely tries to do good things, to help people or animals that he or she cares about or to make the world a better place. To be GOOD, a person needs to genuinely care about other GOOD people, irrespective of gender, sexuality, race, nationality, religion, age or disability (or lack of disabilities). Divide-and-rule is a strategy often used by BAD people to stay in positions of power and influence, and if somebody is prejudiced against others on any of those grounds then he or she is helping those BAD people – and I would argue that that person is objectively BAD too. I don’t think that it is necessary to avoid having preferences on any of those grounds to be a GOOD person, although it is (in my opinion) a positive attribute to be friends with, and consider having relationships with, people of different races, nationalities, religions or disabilities. Preferences on grounds of gender are natural however. I now describe myself as bisexual (95% heterosexual and 5% homosexual), because I have loving feelings towards men but not nearly as strong as those towards women. I have sometimes regarded myself as a well-balanced heterosexual, thinking that I would never want to have sex with another man. However, it is anal sex (with a man or woman) that I am turned off by, and I might eventually want to have oral sex with another man – but probably quite a while after losing my virginity to a woman (I am saving myself up for someone I love very much).

Jesus had the philosophy “love thy neighbour”, which in encouraging people to love those of other races or of the same gender (in contrast to the homophobic points in the Leviticus book of the Bible) played a very positive role. However, loving BAD people as well as GOOD people is dangerous – they may betray you if you give them the opportunity and it is better from the point of view of creating a better world to resolutely act against them some of the time than to always treat them as friends. [I believe that Jesus did act in this way and that “love thy neighbour” was a simplification of his position.] The most positive thing you can do for BAD people is to try to convert them into GOOD people, but I tend to find that exposing them for their role in helping big business stay in control of the planet (while perhaps being friendly at other times) is a more effective way of converting them than overlooking their faults, and if they prove very stubborn in their attitudes it is often better to excommunicate them from my life than to let them continue to influence me and people around me. Jesus did not die to save humanity (as Christians would have you believe) but because the world was not ready for a socialist revolution. Jesus was, in my opinion, the first great revolutionary in history and a completely GOOD person; the fact that Jesus is regarded as the second most important prophet in Islam coupled with him being Jewish (and there are some good organisations like Jews for Jesus) opens up possibilities for uniting people of different religions. I plan to help do this by establishing an organisation called the Socialist Church (in conjunction mainly with a gay female Muslim with dreadlocks who converted from Catholicism in 2006 called Joanne Simpson), in which it is better to have doubts including about whether God exists than to have blind faith, and based around helping the struggle between GOOD and BAD on the earth (similar to Buddhist philosophy).

Concern for the future of the world, including the way society will be organised and the environment (including avoiding a global catastrophe via nuclear war or global warming), is an important aspect of a GOOD person. Incidentally, global warming would not threaten life on this planet for several decades and would easily be averted by a socialist society adopting tidal power; in any case humans will be able to emigrate to other planets in the meantime if we are allowed to by beings up there (see the end of this document for more on this issue).

It is understandable that many people (GOOD and BAD) feel that they cannot make any significant difference in the world and therefore concentrate on influencing others around them, tending to believe that their children will be their only legacy when they die. Even though many people I have met in Glasgow are aware that I am playing an important role in the struggle for socialism, it is only a small proportion of them who attempt to influence me to any significant extent, presumably due to the rest not having particularly strong political views, having a clear idea what difference their influence would achieve (if any) and not being part of any side’s “program” (like one on a computer but literally on one for some conspiratorial organisations). This latter group of people can be considered to be playing a neutral role in the struggle for socialism.

Capitalism has existed for a long time and there is consequently a massively complex web of conspiratorial infiltrating organisations acting below the surface of society, each with a preferred form of society and strategy for achieving it (or preventing its overthrow for those in favour of the status quo). I lived in Manchester for over 20 years before moving to Glasgow in April 2006, and the conspiratorial organisations are present to a much greater degree in that city than in Glasgow. The influence of those organisations, including people who were not members of any of them but had decided to cooperate with some organisations and compete with others, and people who were being manipulated by them using mind control methods (perhaps including mobile phone masts, genetically modified food and nanotechnology) was so great that I felt for quite a long time that nobody was neutral! However, I rejected that viewpoint towards the end of my time there.

People who are GOOD can have a wide range of political views – some are in favour of a sudden thorough change bringing in a socialist society (i.e. they support a socialist revolution, perhaps but not necessarily carried out by force), others think that socialism can be brought in by a series of gradual reforms (a flawed strategy because reforms in the interests of ordinary people that capitalists can concede in periods of boom will be replaced by counter-reforms when there is a recession) and there are also many who are merely in favour of reforms under capitalism (because they think that capitalism is the best way of organising society or lack belief that socialism can ever be achieved). There are even some GOOD people who genuinely believe in the severely flawed “trickle-down” theory that making rich people even richer will benefit society as a whole, but there is quite a strong correlation between people holding left-wing political views and being GOOD, and conversely people with right-wing views tend to be BAD.

What determines whether people are GOOD or BAD, however, are their intentions rather than their political views. Furthermore, it is their intentions deep down in their subconscious minds, which may differ from what they think their intentions are in conscious thoughts some or all of the time, that are important. People tend to think they are good, even if BAD forces are (at that point in time) dominating their minds. People can switch from BAD to GOOD or vice versa as a result of them thinking things through or interacting with others; if they couldn’t, revolutions would never happen.

I find it very useful when I am trying to work out whether someone is GOOD to assess his or her demeanour – someone who comes across as friendly, smiles a fair amount and takes care of his or her appearance is much more likely to be GOOD than somebody who does not. There is also a certain tendency for people who dye their hair to be less genuine than those who do not, although this is a much less reliable guide (because dying hair is extremely common in Western society nowadays and some people look much better with a different shade of hair colour or without grey or white hairs that show their age) – somebody who pretends that he or she has hair of a different colour than its natural one may be false in other respects too. Using highlights or only dying part of your hair gives off less of an impression that you are being false. Men who shave their heads look like fascists, unless they are black, look gay or are balding naturally; they may choose to do so because they really do hold right-wing views, because they want to pretend they are fascists or because they are unaware of the attitude people will have towards them because of that hairstyle (perhaps because they are at an experimental stage of their lives). In my opinion, BAD conspirators have deliberately encouraged the adoption of shaven heads by young people particularly in order to encourage them to adopt right-wing views, and they have been aided (sometimes but not always deliberately) by black friends of those young people encouraging them to adopt similar hairstyles. Because of the huge prevalence of shaven heads in the UK, it is a much less reliable guide here than in countries like Russia where skinhead haircuts are strongly associated with fascism. In Catalonia (where there is a very strong mood for independence from Spain as I discovered when I visited Barcelona for a series of anti-capitalist events in 2002), people speaking German causes a very bad reaction, obviously reminding people of fascist rule by Franco, and shaven heads may similarly cause such a strong association there too. Commentators often point out that there are two main categories of men, sometimes called “rough and ready” and “sensitive”. Shaving your head or having short-cropped hair is a way of looking “hard” (except for those who look gay) and tends to indicate that such people are rough and ready. There is a strong correlation (but I’m not sure how strong) between people being rough and ready and them being BAD, and between being sensitive and being GOOD. Similar points could be made about two types of gay women (perhaps a bit stereotypical but with a basis in fact). It is important not to rely too much on such assessments but to judge people on their words and deeds as well; some very BAD people have a lot of charisma and may genuinely think (with their conscious minds) they are doing good things when they are doing the opposite.

GOOD people who make an effort to show they are GOOD (such as by smiling and looking attractive) find it easier to achieve a genuine rapport with other GOOD people, forming friendships where the friends genuinely care about each other. Naturally attractive people tend to find it easier to achieve such a rapport, but what counts is whether or not (or how frequently) you make an effort. False smiles, such as the ones Tony Blair often uses, can be quite easy to detect and may not have the desired effect. In contrast to GOOD people, BAD people tend to form “friendships” that are false, where one (or both) of the “friends” does not particularly care about the other (and tends to be much more concerned with his or her own interests than those of the “friend”). A BAD person may deliberately form a one-sided friendship or relationship with a GOOD person to undermine him or her and try to prevent GOOD people getting into a very strong position by collaborating with each other in the struggle for a better society. GOOD people may consciously do likewise with BAD people, although this is undoubtedly a much less common phenomenon – some infiltrate right-wing organisations such as the British National Party to try to prevent it from becoming a force strong enough to challenge for political power, but this is a very dangerous practice that should only be carried out by those with well-worked out ideas of what they are doing and how to prevent their attempts backfiring or them being found out.

When somebody is a member of an organisation, particularly an open political party or a conspiratorial infiltrating organisation, he or she may feel constrained to be less honest about his or her true views, for good or bad reasons, and adopt some or all of the collective views of that organisation when raising issues publicly. This may of course depend on the extent to which the organisation encourages its members to think for themselves and express their personal views in public, how prominent the member is in the organisation, the level of commitment the member has to the organisation, the member’s strategy for changing the position of the organisation on the issue he or she is talking about or the member’s level of trust in the person or people he or she is talking to.

GOOD people may be (fairly or completely) open about their intentions in influencing an organisation or they may use subterfuge. In my opinion, current Tory leader David Cameron (despite having been educated at the exclusive Eton private school and still having a posh voice) is a GOOD person shifting his party to the left. I am not sure how left wing he is (he may even be a socialist in disguise rather than the pro-capitalist good guy he comes across as), but his role in shifting his party and therefore political discourse in the UK to the left is in my opinion very positive.

Former Tory Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher was probably BAD but may have been GOOD for completely different reasons – by overriding the opinions of many of her advisers and introducing the poll tax, she (perhaps deliberately with her conscious mind or in her subconscious) created a situation whereby a mass revolt of working and middle class people could take place. She may not have been aware, although some GOOD people advising her would have been through analyses of society carried out by their conspiratorial organisations, that the struggle would be led by revolutionary socialists (specifically the Militant Tendency, which I joined during the struggle, later to become Militant Labour and the Socialist Party in England and Wales, with its Scottish component establishing the Scottish Socialist Party). Thatcher did a lot of bad things, shifting views in society considerably to the right during her time in Downing Street, so I suspect she switched sides to become GOOD late in her premiership – or was BAD at all times but became overconfident and was outfoxed by socialist conspirators in her own party. Her strong friendship with the former (and now late) Chilean dictator Augusto Pinochet also had good repercussions – inviting him to the UK, from where a Spanish judge wanted to extradite him for brutal crimes against Spanish citizens in Chile, exposed both the Tories and New Labour (the latter believing his sob story about not being fit to stand trial, a pretence that he dropped immediately on return to Chile).

I have sometimes even been of the opinion that Tony Blair is also a socialist infiltrator! By shifting his party (Labour) to the right and sucking up to the extremely unpopular George W Bush, he has created a massive vacuum on the left in British society that genuine socialists (largely revolutionaries) can fill. However, I now think that that is a positive side effect of the primarily BAD role he is playing (negated to a certain extent by Cameron) of shifting political views (especially those expressed in the mainstream media) to the right. Blair’s encouragement of repressive measures by the state, including larger periods of detention without trial, the proposed introduction of ID cards linked to a central database containing huge amounts of information about us all and now the road pricing proposal of devices in all vehicles transmitting signals about where they are at any point in time is symptomatic of that – such measures may be mainly used against Muslims in the short term but the real targets of the big business conspirators that pull the politicians’ strings (and probably Blair himself) are those who threaten capitalist society itself, i.e. revolutionary socialists. The road pricing measure has provoked a huge number of people to sign an on-line petition against it due to fear of “Big Brother”, that would undoubtedly lead to a massive campaign of civil disobedience should New Labour attempt to force such devices on car owners.

At one stage John Reid was seriously tipped to become the new prime minister and Labour leader after the leadership contest that will take place in 2007. Reid is known as a “hard man” and certainly fits into my analysis as a BAD politician. Reid’s incompetence in his current role as Home Secretary (causing a lot of scandals for which he has shouldered much of the blame) has now made that prospect very unlikely. However, if the Labour Party did pick Reid in the leadership contest, then I think a major realignment in British politics would be very likely with the Tories becoming the most left wing of the three main political parties! At the time of the last general election in 2005, the Liberal Democrats were the most left wing of those parties on most issues due to Labour’s huge shift to the right under Tony Blair (as part of a process initiated by Neil Kinnock). However, the Lib Dems have shifted considerably to the right under Menzies Campbell’s leadership, ditching their proposal to tax the rich (with a 50% tax rate for those earning over £100,000 a year) and adopting a policy that the Tories were particularly keen on before Cameron of reducing income tax rates – benefiting the rich more than the low paid (because of the resulting cuts in services that poor people need as well as the effect on their pay packets) although the Lib Dems have tried to present it as having the opposite effect. If, as is by far the most likely outcome, Gordon Brown becomes prime minister, it is unclear what direction he will take the Labour Party. Brown comes across as a “dour” politician and in his role as Blair’s Chancellor of the Exchequer he has definitely been overwhelmingly right wing. However, in rare moments (particularly after the birth of his latest child) he has appeared “fresh faced” and had a genuine smile. The most credible explanation for this is that at times he has switched sides, from being BAD to GOOD and vice versa. It is possible, particularly if there is a shift to the left in political views across society generally, that he will become quite a left-wing prime minister. If he continues steering a right-wing course like Blair, then Cameron may take the Tories to the left of New Labour even without Reid in power.

In Scotland, the Tories will find it much more difficult to present themselves as a left-wing political party, due to the increased level of resentment to their role in the past, on issues such as the poll tax (which they introduced in Scotland a year before England and Wales, a very useful move due to it enabling mass non-payment to become established north of the border before spreading to more right-wing areas of Britain) and devolution (on which the Tories refused to grant a referendum). Additionally, the presence of other left-wing parties, represented significantly in the Scottish parliament due to the use of proportional representation (PR), means that there is little scope for the Scottish Tories to pick up support by adopting left-wing positions.

Those left-wing parties are the Scottish National Party (SNP), the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP), Solidarity: Scotland’s Socialist Movement (a split-off from the SSP) and the Scottish Green Party. Some may disagree with my suggestion that the SNP are left wing, and they certainly have some right-wing members and big business supporters, but those four parties all support independence, the granting of which would massively improve the prospects of socialism in Scotland. This is of course the reason for the entire mainstream press north of the border opposing an independent Scotland, a situation that may unfortunately prevent the pro-independence parties from gaining a majority in the Scottish parliamentary elections on Thursday the 3rd of May. It is important that socialists concentrate on arguing for independence as a step towards achieving socialism rather than merely mentioning the advantages of a capitalist independent Scotland compared to remaining in the UK (such as it enabling Scotland to become nuclear-free and avoid sending troops to Iraq and Afghanistan). Socialism in Scotland is much more likely than in the UK as a whole due to people being generally more left-wing, socialist parties being much stronger and a fairer electoral system (although the form of PR is far from ideal, it is much fairer than first-past-the-post that is used for the UK parliament). Once socialism is established in one Western country (and Scotland will probably first), it could rapidly spread across Europe and the rest of the world.

Having said that, an independent capitalist Scotland that ditches nuclear power stations (how ironic that New Labour wants more of them when supposedly very worried about terrorist attacks) and abandons the existing Trident nuclear “deterrent” (which would kill massive numbers of GOOD people attempting to rise up against a vicious regime considering launching such weapons if it was ever used) would be a huge step forward, possibly dealing a fatal blow to New Labour’s proposal for new Trident weapons at an estimated cost of £100 billion. An independent Scotland should invest heavily in tidal power, a technology that has been around for decades, that doesn’t cause blots on the landscape and that is not dependent on the vagaries of the British weather, but that has been rarely applied by capitalist governments, so that they can justify nuclear power stations, which have by-products that are needed for nuclear weapons.

The only serious argument against investing in tidal power is probably its effect on marine life. Fish and seafood (unless you include bits of dolphin meat consumed in tuna – it is scandalous that it is up to consumers to buy “dolphin-friendly” tuna rather than the government banning tuna caught in nets that kill a lot of dolphins) are cold-blooded. They do not have feelings in the same way as warm-blooded creatures – humans, other mammals and birds. In my opinion, the struggle between GOOD and BAD forces takes place in all mammals and birds, but not in cold-blooded creatures such as fish, reptiles and crustaceans. If I remember correctly, amphibians are part way between being warm and cold blooded so I am unsure as to their role. I am currently a pescatorian – a vegetarian apart from also eating fish and seafood. I was not aware (with my conscious mind) of the important distinction between warm and cold blooded creatures when I first became a pescatorian in 1988 I think (I wanted more variety in my diet that I could get through being a strict vegetarian, not being acquainted with many vegetarian dishes with ingredients I liked) but I regard it as a key difference now. Sometimes when I have tried to be a strict vegetarian or pescatorian, I have had cravings for meat. I believe my subconscious was telling me that I needed to eat some meat to improve my model of the world. I now think my knowledge of the world is good enough without eating any more meat, so I have become a strict pescatorian again, but if I yet again get cravings I will consider reverting to eating a small amount of meat.

How could I gain a full enough understanding of “mad cow disease” (BSE) and Creutzweld-Jacob Disease (CJD), which it becomes when passed to humans causing a long painful death, if I didn’t eat beef (and therefore get a bit of that disease into my system). Incidentally, the Tories deliberately pretended that beef was safe to eat (with John Selwyn Gummer famously offering a burger to his son, who refused to eat it, in front of TV cameras) when the evidence was overwhelming that it was not.

Similarly, how could I understand bird flu without eating some poultry? The scandal around the outbreak of bird flu at a Bernard Matthews factory in February 2007 (at which turkeys are kept in extreme proximity to each other in very cruel conditions) says a lot about BAD people’s attitude towards human health. Most TV coverage has said that turkeys are perfectly safe to eat as long as they are cooked. However, there was a news item on the BBC in which it was stated that it is important to wash your hands with soap and water after preparing the poultry for cooking. In itself, the omission of this obvious bit of advice in most coverage of the issue is scandalous. However, there is a big problem with hand washing that I have long recognised – if you have germs on your hand, turning the tap on transfers some of the germs onto the tap, then when turning it off after washing, you pick the germs off the tap again! There are ways to avoid this such as turning the tap with an elbow or using a paper towel to turn the tap off, but this is awkward and few people do such things except in places where hygiene is taken seriously (hopefully including most hospitals). Taps that turn themselves off have long been available – you can sometimes find them in public lavatories and hospitals – but the forces of big business deliberately supply taps with that huge drawback. They want working and middle class people (particularly working class people) to become ill! That way, we will spend less of our time fighting back against capitalism and perhaps even die before we have become a serious threat. Better educated people, such as the very rich, generally take more precautions with hygiene and tend to become ill less often and live longer (although there are many other factors such as diet and housing conditions).

Big business tries to scare us with the prospect of a “pandemic”, claiming that a strain of bird flu could mutate into one that can be passed from human to human. They even give very accurate predictions of so many millions of people or some percentage of the population that could die. If they do not even know what strain would mutate or exactly how it would mutate, how can they be so precise? They are obviously lying! If the human immune system really was so unstable that a random factor like that could threaten millions of people, then it is only rational to suppose that the entire human race could be wiped out! After all, if infection-control methods fail to stop millions from being affected, then it could well be impossible to protect the remaining billions! If significant numbers of “experts” predicted that the human race could potentially be wiped out, then there would probably be a mass movement demanding a complete end to poultry farming across the world! Instead, they want to worry us and use measures like keeping poultry indoors, so that free range poultry and eggs are harder to acquire – and even try to con us into thinking that battery eggs are safer than free range ones! They want us to feel guilty about the barbarous conditions animals and birds are kept in, and use divide-and-rule between vegetarians and omnivores. I have long made an effort to avoid meat at left-wing events, even if I am consuming it some of the rest of the time, because the impact I have in appearing ethical is far more important than the issue of precisely how many animals or birds die.

For the same reason, I have avoided wearing or carrying leather or suede for quite a while, even during omnivorous periods of my life. Leather and suede are by-products of the food industry and arguably less of an ethical problem than meat, but are also used by big business for divide-and-rule. It has generally been very difficult to buy shoes or boots that are not made of leather or suede, and even harder to buy ones that don’t look as though they are (particularly important for me), but such footwear is now quite easily available in Glasgow where I live.

What is important is not just that socialism is implemented, but the form of that socialism. I am in favour of a socialist society in which the government is elected using proportional representation (PR) by single transferable vote (STV), in contrast to Marxists who generally argue for a hierarchy of committees based on workplaces. I argue for PR partly because it is fairer (with everyone in control rather than just the working class) and partly because it is less likely that BAD people (bureaucrats, potential dictators or infiltrators on the side of big business) will dominate (since it is generally only people on the same committees who know who the BAD people are and what they are up to). STV is the fairest form of PR due to it being possible to specify preferences for votes to be transferred to (if the preferred candidate gets too few or too many votes), eliminating the need for tactical voting; it is also necessary for enough representatives to be elected per ward or constituency to generate roughly proportional outcomes (in contrast with only three or four per ward in the Scottish local elections this year). If a Marxist form of socialism is implemented, Stalinist dictatorships and/or counter-revolutions leading to the re-establishment of capitalism could result. The worst possible scenario, which could come about if the world remains capitalist or if a Marxist form of socialism is implemented in some countries, is nuclear war and probable extinction of the human race.
Whereas most BAD people will become GOOD, before, during or after the world socialist revolution, some BAD people may remain BAD no matter what. Such people would try to cause capitalist counter-revolutions years after socialism has been established and proved itself in practice. Such people could be considered EVIL.

A few years ago, I got a strong hint that Martine McCutcheon – who played Tiffany in EastEnders, became a singer and songwriter (she had a number one hit with “Perfect Moment”, some other hits, had an excellent album called “Musicality” with songs from musicals and has a new album due out this year), appeared in My Fair Lady and has returned to acting in the film “Love, Actually”, the ITV1 drama “An English Harem” and the BBC drama “Spooks” about MI5 – has a really important role in the world. On an important occasion in my life, my mind whirred for a few seconds and her name popped out of my head without me knowing the significance. I presumed that this meant she was either very GOOD or very BAD.

I believe that me having sex could be too dangerous due to my intelligence and knowledge of how the world works; there are about 12 others in the world who I have identified that may potentially be in a similar situation. If I had sex with a BAD person, who up to that point showed no indication of being anything other than 100% genuine, that would transfer a lot of my knowledge to her or him, which could put the future of the world at risk. I have not discharged any sperm for about eight years, making it physically impossible for me to lose my virginity, clearly due to me recognising the importance of that (with my conscious mind later reflected in my physiology). A woman in the same situation would have no similar indication, unless she consulted a doctor due to difficulties becoming pregnant. Martine McCutcheon has been reported to have had a miscarriage. This may be misinformation, in which case she may be a very GOOD person and there will remain many EVIL people left on the planet indefinitely. On the other hand, if Martine really did have a miscarriage, she can’t be a particularly important GOOD person, and one may therefore conclude that she must be a particularly BAD person.

Alternatively, I have had various indications that there are robots among us, that look and act just like human beings. I have met a number of people who have behaved very robotically, going round in a loop entirely predictably. [Another reason for that is free will being an illusion and everything being dependent on material conditions, without scope for some sort of soul or god, as specified by the Marxist theories of “dialectical materialism” and “historical materialism”.] Artificial intelligence techniques can now be used to emulate humans very effectively on computers (allegedly yet to scale up to realistic humans but big business would keep such an ability secret). Human body parts can be grown in a laboratory, so who is to say that they cannot grow a complete human being around an artificial brain?

I think my main role after the world socialist revolution, as well as perhaps becoming elected to an important post, ensuring that there isn’t a counter-revolution and informing people about how the revolution took place, will be to interact with Martine (perhaps largely through music and acting), finding out if she is a GOOD human, BAD human, GOOD robot or BAD robot, and trying to influence her into become an extremely GOOD individual. It is possible that, through her, I will win over some of the most intransigent BAD people or robots, perhaps all of them, to become GOOD. A world consisting only of GOOD people and GOOD robots would have no crime, as in a “communist” society envisaged by Marx and Engels. I disagree with the idea that money would not be necessary under communism, due to the finite resources of the planet.

Most people who have seriously investigated UFO sightings have come to the conclusion that there are aliens out there and that they are very interested in what is happening on Earth. It is no coincidence that a huge number of UFOs were spotted over Mexico at the time of the Zapatista uprising in January 1994. The obvious reason for them not making full contact with us and inviting us to join them in outer space is the presence of many BAD people in the world. If somebody like George W Bush was allowed into outer space, he could blow up whole planets (with “great balls of fire” as my karaoke speciality by Jerry Lee Lewis says)! Aliens (and humans if there are some of us out there, perhaps even including some who have died with outer space being essentially the same thing as heaven) must ensure that only GOOD people are allowed to travel long distances for the galaxy to be self-sustainable, and the galaxy must therefore be socialist – or communist since it has virtually infinite resources. Relativity theory claims that when one spaceship travels at nearly the speed of light and passes another spaceship travelling at the same speed in the opposite direction, their relative speed is somewhere between that speed and the speed of light. In my opinion, this is clearly a nonsensical false conspiracy theory used to justify the inability of capitalist society to fully interact with aliens, by pretending that it is impossible to travel faster than the speed of light. Alternatively, Albert Einstein, whose theory relativity was, believed in wormholes, which would allow travel between planets over long distances instantaneously.

I therefore believe that at some point after a completely socialist world has been established, we will make contact and GOOD people (and other mammals and birds) will be invited to join the socialist galaxy, with there being some sort of foolproof test ensuring that no EVIL being leaves the Earth. I don’t know what would happen to those left on the Earth who are utterly EVIL; maybe the Earth would be destroyed with them on it, or maybe they will be marooned to live out the rest of their lives if it can be guaranteed that they have no chance of escape. Whereas I am completely opposed to the death penalty under capitalism, since it leads to many innocent people dying including those who want to help change society, it may be the best way of dealing with those who are utterly incapable of being GOOD. If I have converted Martine McCutcheon from being very BAD (if indeed she is as I suggested above), we could all be allowed full participation in the galaxy without the need for destroying the Earth or marooning anyone.
I have recently set up my own conspiratorial infiltrating organisation, the Foundation for PR-based Socialism, to argue for a kind of socialism based on proportional representation, publicly and covertly, on the streets, in meetings and in many different organisations in society. It is largely a virtual organisation with a website (www.PRsocialism.org) and discussion forum (http://groups.yahoo.com/group/PRsocialism), but will probably also have cells (small number of conspirators collaborating together) and branches in some areas. I am sending some of my important messages and documents to that forum first, particularly those with positions I am less sure of, to invite comments and suggestions, before sending the final versions to a wider audience, and I am raising some questions there to make it an interesting forum for debate. I believe that members of other conspiratorial organisations, some of whom will have similar views to mine, will want to interact with conspirators on my forum so that we can influence each other in the struggle for a GOOD society – a socialist one based on PR. [Note that some of you may be concerned that organisations like MI5 will find out about you if you join my forum; the best solution to that is to create another email address on the web. I recommend a UK-based provider such as yahoo.co.uk for those based in this country to avoid censorship, which is a particularly serious problem with providers based in the USA (including Hotmail even with addresses ending “.co.uk”) due to the use of artificial intelligence programs designed to detect spam that also read and may censor some political emails under the orders of the US Department of Homeland Security.]

Chapter 1

Introduction

We are living at a crucial time in world history. The capitalist economic system under which virtually all of us live is failing to solve the world’s problems, such as poverty, unemployment, homelessness, discrimination, famines, deaths from preventable diseases, terrorism, war and environmental destruction. Some of these problems, specifically nuclear war and global warming, could potentially spell the end for the human race.

It is nearly 90 years since the working class first seized power in any country – the Russian Revolution in October 1917. Marxism, the theoretical basis for that revolution, was discredited by the Stalinist dictatorships that arose in the USSR and elsewhere, and seems to have been thoroughly defeated after the collapse of most of those dictatorships. Trotskyist organisations, which claim to be the real inheritors of that revolution’s legacy and Marxism generally while rejecting Stalinism, seem as weak, ineffectual and far from power as ever.

However, there has been a recent spate of election victories for the left in Latin America, with the coming to power of people like Hugo Chávez in Venezuela, Luiz da Silva (Lula) in Brazil, Evo Morales in Bolivia, Michelle Bachelet in Chile and Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua. The record of these leaders in power has been variable, with Lula (probably fairly) accused by many of selling out but remaining popular amongst many other working class people. Capitalism has not been abolished in any of these countries, but there have been big reforms in favour of the poor in Venezuela and Bolivia in particular. 

I have been active in left-wing politics since the anti-poll tax movement in Manchester was launched in 1989, and a member of the Trotskyist organisation that led that movement from 1990-98 – the Militant Tendency, renamed in that time to Militant Labour and then the Socialist Party. From 1998 onwards, I have been developing alternative highly conspiratorial views of how the world works and how to change it, which I considered to be extensions to Marxist theory, incorporating elements of anarchism, for most of that time. However, my current views differ so much from Marxism that I think it is now more accurate to no longer consider myself a Marxist.

But have I really been and am I still a revolutionary socialist? I have not only considered myself to be one but often felt that I am the last serious hope for a world socialist revolution to take place! This book is in part a justification of this argument; chapter 3 will particularly explain why I believe I am so significant and later chapters will detail the role that I have played so far attempting to bring about such a revolution. If anybody else was capable of leading a revolution on a world scale, then surely I would have come across that person by now both on the internet and in real life. Due to the increasing powers of the state, including one closed circuit television (CCTV) camera for every 14 people in the UK and New Labour’s ID cards proposal, it simply would not be possible for somebody new to come to the fore in ten or twenty years time and lead a revolution then.

I cannot lead a revolution on my own, and after a long search I identified the person who I believe will be my strongest ally in February 2007 – a 23 year old gay Muslim (who converted from Catholicism in 2006) with dreadlocks called Joanne Simpson. She is a chef by trade, can sing and play guitar and keyboards, and knows seven languages (including the South African ones Xhosa and Afrikaans). Like me, Joanne did very well at school, but otherwise her abilities neatly complement my own (her language skills are particularly important because mine are very lacking).

However, I came up with an outlandish hypothesis in a Bristol police station cell in the autumn of 2005 – that I had fouled things up in various ways (a particular habit in recent years, some examples of which will be described in this book) due to subconsciously not really being in favour of a socialist revolution. Has my subconscious only really been in favour of gradual reforms to capitalism and therefore sabotaged some of the attempts by my conscious mind to encourage a revolution to take place? Or has my subconscious carried out such acts of sabotage from time to time merely to pretend to people on the side of big business that I am really on their side so that they cooperate with me to a greater extent than would otherwise be the case? Or, thirdly, have I been manipulated by more powerful conspiratorial forces into acting against my true wishes?

Answering those questions is the main topic of this book. In short, all three of those hypotheses are true to a certain extent.

I am a different sort of revolutionary socialist than most other active revolutionaries due to my rejection of many elements of Marxism, particularly its advocacy of hierarchies of committees based on workplaces (called “soviets” in the USSR, which stood for the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics) as the dominant form of government. It has therefore been necessary for me to betray Marxist conspirators at times, putting forward alternative theories and proposals; this book is intended as a sort of post-Marxist socialist manifesto that could reorientate existing revolutionary socialists around more democratic and practical positions as well as educating a new layer of activists who do not already consider themselves revolutionaries.

However, there is a certain element of subterfuge in my behaviour, sometimes due to my conscious thoughts and sometimes due to my subconscious. As I’ll explain in chapter 2, even Karl Marx went to fairly extreme lengths to pretend that he was on the side of big business. For Marx, I believe that this was necessary to allow him to develop and publicise Marxist theories without being assassinated. My life is not in danger; my role is to choose the future form of society for the human race (and animals) on this planet and collaborate with other like-minded people to ensure that it comes about. Conspirators on the side of big business are desperately trying to influence me so that I choose a form of society that maintains their wealth and/or power, or that I inadvertently allow world capitalism to continue by making mistakes.

I originally intended to title this book Revolution Destroyed: How I ensured that a world socialist revolution will never happen! At first, for a fairly brief period of time, I actually believed this – that reforms under capitalism were the best that working class people could look forward to. Despite my usual reluctance to tell lies, I thought that that could still be a good title despite getting more and more sceptical of the argument, because people reading the book would become radicalised by the experience with some becoming inspired to take up revolutionary socialist politics. However, maintaining such a deception even fairly consistently, on the internet and in discussions with people in real life, would have been well nigh impossible. Furthermore, it would have had a negative effect on people reading only part of the book and not sufficiently browsing my websites, and even if socialism was achieved in this manner that would not be good for the history of the world. Fortunately, I had the brainwave on the 1st of December 2006 of rephrasing the title as a question, which as well as allowing me to be honest would probably encourage more people to read the book in order to find out the answer to the question as well as its justification – both amongst those who, before reading it, wanted a revolution to occur and those who didn’t.

Although often I think about important decisions with my conscious mind before making them, that is not always feasible or desirable. It is sometimes important to act on the spur of the moment in order to be effective. In those circumstances, I have often thought that I was trusting my subconscious to ensure that I wasn’t making serious mistakes. But were such decisions well worked out by my subconscious or was I being manipulated as a result of interactions by other people and/or conspiratorial organisations?

I strongly believe that my subconscious mind contains a fairly sophisticated model of the world and has powerful reasoning capacities making it often capable of steering my conscious thoughts in positive directions. However, it is important to recognise that there are limits to my mind’s capacity (in terms of the number of brain cells), ability to locate information (because much knowledge is hidden deep in my mind and cannot always be found when it is needed) and speed. Additionally, there are a huge number of facts about the world that I have no way of knowing, as well as some false information that I thought was true when I added it to my memory (but may never have been true or may now be out-of-date). Obviously, correct decisions cannot always be made in the presence of incomplete or false information.

Therefore, I have to rely on others, both individuals and those involved in organisations (some more conspiratorial than others), to guide me. I have found that it is not just people, or even just living creatures, that can help in this way, but I am able to cooperate with technology. Conspirators write computer programs, some involving artificial intelligence (AI) techniques such as natural language recognition (to understand human text and speech), in order to help them achieve their aims.

Errors with CD players, such as tracks refusing to play, jamming or with pauses in them when they are played, generally indicate that the song is in some sense dodgy, in terms of the messages that it gives off (usually due to lyrics that aid big business, sometimes deliberate propaganda but probably more often due to the songwriters failing to have sufficient grasp of the issues that they are commenting on). When this happens, I can usually work out what is wrong with the song. It is a more reliable guide for CDs that only I or other GOOD people have played; scratches and smudges on CDs (which most people think are always responsible for tracks misplaying) are sometimes factors, but they may have arisen due to flaws being detected in tracks when they were previously played. I have sometimes thought that AI programs used for some CD players could provide misinformation, but I have not found that to be the case – it seems that all players using CD technology contain similar software.

Occasionally there has been a lot of interference on telephone lines at important times or I have been disconnected, sometimes helpfully and sometimes as a hindrance.

I have often found when errors have occurred as I have been trying to do something on the internet, that they have been beneficial (for example stopping me from uploading a web page that I have subsequently realised contains serious errors to one of my websites) – this has proved very useful since I would be very hesitant in my use of the internet if I was continually worried about making a mistake.

Sometimes, of course, conspiratorial software hinders rather than helps me, because some computer programmers are on the side of big business. Occasionally, I have attempted to do something that would have caused a world socialist revolution to take place very quickly indeed if it wasn’t for internet censorship. I’ll give two examples of this now.

I have sent many messages to discussion groups (mailing lists that can optionally be browsed or searched using the web) at Yahoo! Groups (groups.yahoo.com) over the years, and set up a fair number of my own groups. I have generally found that facility extremely useful for publicising and debating my ideas and finding out what other people and organisations are up to. You can write a description of up to 2,000 characters for each group you create, as well as a short title, and a search engine at the website enables others to find your groups when they specify appropriate keywords. I sometimes get error messages stating that the description of a group is too long when I have used slightly fewer than 2,000 characters, prompting me to edit the description again – this is a positive feature that kicks in while the natural language recognition program at Yahoo! thinks that the description could be better phrased. I also publicise some of my groups on emails I send out, messages I send to other forums such as Google Groups (go to Google and click on “Groups”) and on leaflets and documents I produce printed copies of. Two of the groups I set up at Yahoo! were called ‘us-electoral-fraud’ (about how George W Bush did not really win the US presidential election in 2000 or 2004, which I believed was particularly important in 2004 due to Democrat challenger John Kerry revealing himself as a revolutionary socialist in disguise by pledging to tax the rich and close all tax loopholes in a live TV debate with Bush) and ‘uk-electoral-fraud’ (about how European elections in the North West of England in 2004 were conducted entirely by post and ballot papers were sent out before Respect’s party political broadcast, urging voters to return them immediately). I tried to set up a similar group called ‘ukraine-electoral-fraud’ entitled “Victory to the Orange Revolution!” at the time of that revolution, pointing out in the description that Colin Powell was a hypocrite in condemning the electoral fraud that occurred in that country due to Bush’s fraudulent election victories (providing links to the ‘us-electoral-fraud’ and ‘uk-electoral-fraud’ groups). When I pressed the button to create the group, there was a big delay that I reckoned would have gone on indefinitely due to the impact creating the group would have had (but I couldn’t wait for too long due to having a train to catch). That experience of mine shouldn’t put readers of this book off using Yahoo! Groups, because there is a relatively small amount of censorship there.

Much more recently, I created pages at MySpace for my band Galaxia (www.myspace.com/galaxiamusic) and myself (www.myspace.com/galaxiasteve). If you sign up as an artist, which I did for the band, you can put your own songs on the page, get one of them to play automatically when somebody accesses your page, and allow other people to put them on their own pages or download the MP3 files containing the songs. I attempted to upload the version of my Galaxia song The Revolution Starts Now!, as recorded just before the G8 summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, in 2005, to the band’s MySpace page. [I will describe the development of that song in chapter YYY.] I also uploaded improved lyrics, since there were some (relatively minor) political mistakes in the recording. I made so many important political points in that song, about world history, conspiracies and what to do to create a better world, that MySpace software had to censor it! If it hadn’t, the song may have spread around the world like wildfire, with many people adding it to their own pages, encouraging many more to do likewise, and so on like a chain letter. The censorship took many different forms – two different computers at an internet café rebooted themselves when trying to upload the file, trying to play the song yielded a “stream error”, a new copy failed to be displayed on the page after uploading again, the exclamation mark at the end of the song title was sometimes deleted automatically, the song title was abbreviated to “The Revolution Star…” despite plenty of space in the window to display it in full, and a window that could be opened to display the lyrics would not allow the end of those lyrics to be displayed. I’ve found that some of this censorship is intermittent, and that the area of the page containing the songs more often than not fails to be displayed, but sometimes it is displayed and the song does play – I think that MySpace programmers have implemented censorship this way so that they can disclaim responsibility and say that it is an internet connection problem. Somebody had told me that MySpace has been taken over by Fox, which is owned by the infamous union-busting boss Rupert Murdoch, so I wasn’t particularly surprised by the censorship, but my experience with Yahoo! Groups indicates that censorship would still be a factor with a more benign boss.

I’ve found alternative software on the internet, which seems to be reliable, and used it to put music on my personal MySpace page; I’ve provided some advice for others who want to put my song on their pages, but there is no automatic facility for others to do that so the song will not propagate across the internet to anything like the same extent. I have kept the song on the band’s MySpace page using the usual software, and it seems more reliable now (perhaps because good conspiratorial forces have got in a more dominant position or because the MySpace software, after having regarded it as a big threat for a while, has carried out further analysis and realised that it is not such a threat after all).

Note that I am thinking of renaming my band Red Day, as a more socialist equivalent of Green Day! The extreme communist nature of Galaxia in Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series is not something I now support, on the Earth at any rate.

Mind control techniques are utilised to influence us all, applied either by technology (perhaps using genetically modified food, drugs including those in food and drink, or mobile phone masts) or by people. I think that everybody has such abilities to some extent even if they are not aware of it, and that it is an extreme case of non-verbal communication where somebody’s subconscious (if not conscious) mind is aware of how they are trying to influence someone. I was hypnotised by a stage hypnotist as a student (remembering the whole experience unlike some other subjects of this art) so I know that hypnotism is not a hoax. Hypnotists sometimes comment that somebody has got to want to be hypnotised for it to work, but some experts can apply mind control techniques to large numbers of people at once, and there are bound to be some among them who do not want to be affected. Derren Brown demonstrates his ability to do this to entire theatre audiences, from which his subjects are chosen randomly (using multiple throws of a cuddly toy). In a show recently broadcast on Channel 4, Derren revealed at the end how he had performed one trick, by replaying videoed comments he had made in which he had inserted cues to influence audience members’ subconscious minds and thereby ensured a particular word was selected from a particular page of a particular newspaper. His demonstration also revealed that our minds do a lot of processing of spoken words before they come into our conscious thoughts, trying to make sense of them; by saying words that were close to making sense, listeners at the theatre and on TV at home heard a sensible variation of what he said and the subjects’ subconscious minds remembered the actual words, later using them to make the choices Derren wanted.

I believe that many drugs, including those used as additives to food and drink, have subtle mind control properties and are therefore used by big business deliberately to try to stop people from fighting back against the capitalist system. I strongly suspect that Coca-Cola, which got its name from the cocaine it initially contained, is one drug used in that way. However, some products contain antidotes to other drugs in society; a very effective antidote in my experience is Dr Pepper, particularly when drunk directly from two-litre bottles that have been kept cold standing upright in a fridge! Slightly varying this procedure, such as drinking it in a cup or glass, seems to lessen the positive role of the drink (perhaps due to tiny residues of washing up liquid or dishwasher tablets cancelling out positive drugs). This property of Dr Pepper is despite it being licensed by the Coca-Cola Corporation (but I have heard, rightly or wrong, that it is produced by Britvic). I have noticed that there is a correlation between the names of products and how they affect people; since a doctor is used as a term for somebody who is intelligent and pepper is a spice which can improve the taste of food, good people in the drinks industry are more likely to get involved in Dr Pepper’s production (than say Coca-Cola or Fanta) and ensure that it has a positive impact on those who drink it. However, beware that me recommending a product may result in the formula being changed and it having the opposite effect. I have also tried the new “Zero” variety of Dr Pepper, with zero sugar that is more suitable for those who want to lose or avoid gaining weight, and it seems to have a similar effect.

As you will have already gathered from reading up to this point, I have a deeply conspiratorial view of the capitalist world in which we live. I have reached such conclusions partly as a result of observation – although there is always a non-conspiratorial explanation for each of my experiences, the sheer weight of circumstantial evidence means that the chances of such conspiracies not existing are not just beyond reasonable doubt but infinitesimal.

I have also reached conspiratorial conclusions by thinking rationally about what people would do in particular circumstances. For example, some socialists would have noticed a long time ago that the secret services of capitalist states (such as MI5, MI6, the FBI, the CIA and Mossad) were infiltrating their political parties, not just to gather information but to try to wreck them from within. Obviously some of them would have come to the only rational conclusion apart from giving up trying to achieve socialism – setting up their own conspiratorial organisations that also infiltrate both left and right wing parties, and indeed all other important organisations in society including the secret services themselves. The only rational response of the forces of big business to this is for them to create even more sophisticated and secretive conspiratorial organisations infiltrating and recruiting from the infiltrators on both sides. Capitalism has been established so long that it is only rational for a massively complex web of infiltrating organisations to have been set up, operating below the surface of society, based on such reasoning.

There is a danger of simplifying the situation too much and considering all capitalist or socialist conspiratorial organisations as on the same side. I think the main reason why I have sometimes been guilty of this has been my previous adoption of a Marxist analysis – considering two sides of the class struggle (the working class and big business). Because different people have different ideas of the kind of world they want and/or how to achieve it, conspiratorial organisations have undoubtedly been created around many different sets of ideas. The class struggle is a useful guide – socialists of different varieties often unite together as do capitalists – but there are other circumstances under which groups of socialists oppose each other. I am in favour of a world in which everybody is in control, via governments elected by proportional representation (PR) using Single Transferable Vote (STV), rather than just the working class (or the working class and the peasantry with working class people having more power) as Marxists typically advocate, dubbed “the dictatorship of the proletariat” by Karl Marx with “dictatorship” meaning “rule” and “proletariat” meaning “working class”. I have therefore sometimes found myself acting in opposition to Marxist conspirators, particularly in recent years.

Marxists generally argue for a form of indirect democracy, based on the hierarchy of committees that took power in the Russian Revolution of October 1917 (where they were called “soviets”) – criticised as being “eminently open to bureaucratisation” by Nick Rogers in a Weekly Worker article (in the 23rd of November 2006 issue) whereby “workers elect their local factory committee, which then elects a district committee, which in turn elects a city-wide committee, all the way up to a supreme soviet”. The arguments presented on this subject here are based on three follow-up letters that I wrote for and were published in that newspaper.

A hierarchy of soviets is what the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) says it stands for in every issue of their paper Socialist Worker: “a workers’ state based upon councils of workers’ delegates and a workers’ militia”. [Incidentally, I used to oppose “workers’ militias” but now realise that it will be necessary for some socialists to be armed (I prefer the term “armed defence squads”) because the ruling class may attempt to use the armed police or army against a mass movement of working and middle class people launching a bid for power. The presence of such squads would hopefully put the police or army using guns against the movement, but they should be prepared to launch an insurrection in the event that one becomes necessary. I now have a very strong ally who was trained as a sniper by the British army and who will be able to train other socialists in the use of guns.] A hierarchy of soviets is also what the Socialist Party means by “workers’ democracy” – a term it uses fairly often but hardly ever elaborates in its publications.

I agree with Nick Rogers’ point that a hierarchy of workers’ committees is very open to bureaucratisation, in both allowing bureaucrats to rise up such a hierarchy and enabling them to stay in positions of power once they are there. Those bureaucrats may constitute a ruling class like in the USSR and Eastern Europe before the collapse of Stalinism (of whom the worst example was the ruthless dictator Joseph Stalin himself) or they may be infiltrators from conspiratorial organisations on the side of big business such as the majority of the leadership of the SWP. Incidentally, I disagree with both the SWP’s characterisation of Stalinist states (of which the only remaining examples are the horrendous North Korean regime and the relatively popular Cuban one that is acting as a beacon of hope for other left-wing governments in Latin America) as “state capitalist” and the Socialist Party’s term “deformed workers’ states” where a caste within the working class is in power; in my opinion the “bureaucratic collectivist” analysis of such states whereby the bureaucracy is a separate class describes them better. The main flaw with such hierarchies is that it is mainly only people on the same committees as the bureaucrats who know that they are not genuine and what they are up to, making those bureaucrats much more powerful than in less hierarchical organisations or societies.

I now call myself “a democratic revolutionary socialist” but used to describe myself as “a revolutionary socialist (a Marxist heavily influenced by anarchism)” and one of the attractions of anarchism was their dislike of hierarchies. Their less hierarchical organisations are often healthier politically than Marxist ones, generally with a lower proportion of members (particularly those in prominent positions) on the side of big business. My views on the problems of hierarchies largely stem from my experience, some of which is detailed in this book.

Most people recognise that an electoral system is fairest if the proportion of the vote a party gets is roughly reflected in the number of representatives in government (or in a local council). Most socialists argue for PR under capitalism because they recognise that it makes it easier for their parties to gain a foothold as well as it being fairer than the current system for the UK parliament, misleadingly called “first-past-the-post” (FPTP), where the candidate with the highest number of votes in his or her constituency gets elected. Therefore, it seems absurd to argue that after a socialist revolution the electoral system would be changed to one where ordinary voters have less of a say on who governs them and that is less proportional. Advocating that is a recipe for putting people off socialism or for the creation of a Stalinist dictatorship should one take place. One reason for me thinking that I wasn’t really a revolutionary socialist and had therefore destroyed the possibility of a world socialist revolution happening was the thought (bearing in mind the dominance of Marxists among active revolutionary socialists) that such hierarchical structures of government would result in some countries leading to Stalinist dictatorships with those in turn leading to counter-revolutions and maybe even nuclear war. One motivation for this book is to popularise my alternative views of revolutionary socialism, and therefore avert such a catastrophe by reorientating revolutionary socialists around more democratic ideas. I have also done so by creating a conspiratorial infiltrating organisation of my own, organised on the internet with a website (at www.PRsocialism.org) and discussion forum, called the Foundation for PR-based Socialism.

I advocate STV as generally the fairest form of PR, because it avoids the need for tactical voting – you can specify candidates who your vote would be transferred to if your first choice does not get elected or gets more votes than necessary. However, to be fair it is necessary to have a reasonably large number of candidates elected per constituency or council ward. The local elections in Scotland are being conducted using PR for the first time in May 2007, and STV is being used, but there will only be three or four candidates elected per ward, favouring the mainstream political parties.

Another flaw with elections in the UK, in common with every other capitalist country to the best of my knowledge, is that people have to put up with unpopular governments or councils for years before they get an opportunity to vote them out of office (unless the government loses a vote of “no confidence”). Infrequent elections are a deliberate policy to limit the pace of change, making the maintenance of the status quo much more likely. Socialists should demand (and implement when we come to power) annual elections at all levels of government. Furthermore, all representatives should be up for election each year, unlike how most councils in England (including in Manchester where I lived from 1984-2006) operate with just a third of councillors replaceable at each election (that take place three out of every four years). Under this arrangement, a party with less than a sixth of existing councillors has no chance of taking control, and with considerably more than this taking control may be very unlikely. This reinforces the apathy of many voters, encouraging them to think that voting won’t achieve anything.

One demand often made by Marxists is that representatives should be “subject to recall”, so that there is some mechanism to enable them to be replaced if they sell out. However, I don’t know how this could work under PR and annual elections would render the recall of the odd MP in the meantime pointless. Of course, even with annual elections, a mass movement could force an entire government (that breaks an important manifesto pledge for example) to resign, and it would be desirable to have some mechanism for the recall of the entire government and fresh elections without waiting for the year to be up, probably triggered by a petition signed by a fairly large proportion of the population.

Having more than one governing body or individual (usually called “president” or “mayor”) is another method utilised by the forces of big business to stay in power, since this tends to enforce compromises and gives parties an excuse for going back on their manifesto commitments. It is tempting to argue that the two main remaining relics of feudalism, the monarchy and House of Lords, should be abolished rather than replaced by an elected president and elected second chamber. However, having a president or mayor can actually be good for democracy, allowing the entire population to choose from a range of candidates who put themselves forward, and that person would tend to be very radical (but must be subject to recall in the event that he or she sells out). When I was writing a song called Kingston Quay, I found myself writing about myself possibly becoming President at some point in the future, an indication that my subconscious regards presidents as worth advocating.

Some argue that PR always results in coalitions, necessitating compromises and thereby allowing parties to ignore manifesto commitments. However, it is defeatist to assume that left-wing parties cannot achieve a majority, contradicted by many victories for such parties in Latin America in recent years. Candidates and parties can do particularly well if they have a reputation for leading struggles, as shown by Evo Morales getting over 50% of the vote to become Bolivian president in December 2005 – the first time that has happened in that country’s history – backed up by his supporters also getting over 50% in their parliament. Besides, if you cannot achieve a majority of the vote in parliamentary elections but gain a majority of seats due to a quirk of the electoral system, is there any reason to suppose that the minority imposing its will on the majority is a positive thing? Additionally, there is no middle road between socialism and capitalism, or the only middle road between a Marxist kind of socialism (with the working class in control) and capitalism (with big business in control) is the kind of socialism I advocate (with everybody in control). If socialist parties between them cannot achieve a majority of the vote, then there is no mandate for socialism and attempting to impose it would probably be disastrous.

One arena in which the STV form of PR is already used is the trade unions – elections to many if not most of their National Executive Committees (NECs) take place using STV. This has enabled some left-wingers to get on most union NECs and some NECs are dominated by the left (specifically the RMT, FBU and PCS). The fact that workers have chosen this form of PR for their own organisations is an indication that they consider it democratic and it obviously increases the likelihood that they would choose it for a future socialist society.

Some Marxists make the argument that soviets would work better if there was meticulous reporting of discussions that take place in them, and that would certainly help people identify who the dodgy delegates are and what they are up to. However, it is not particularly feasible to construct detailed reports of discussions in the huge number of intermediate-level soviets (and even if they were constructed few people would bother reading them). It is therefore more useful as a suggestion for less hierarchical structures that I would still advocate within industries or services, providing a limited amount of workers’ control – but not overriding the views of the government and users combined (I think the Socialist Party model of a third of representatives from workers, a third government representatives and the final third representatives of users is a good guide).

There is a parallel between today’s Marxists arguing for proportional representation under capitalism but advocating soviets under socialism, and the Bolsheviks in Russia calling for a Constituent Assembly when the capitalist Provisional Government that came to power after the February revolution in 1917 failed to hold such elections, but some Bolsheviks led by Lenin arguing for “all power to the soviets”.

The Constituent Assembly was more proportional than the soviets, since the latter were deliberately set up to give the working class more power than a much more numerous peasantry, and the abolition of that Assembly when the Bolsheviks lost the election has caused socialists and particularly those calling themselves “communists” to be widely regarded as undemocratic ever since. The result has been nearly 90 more years of world capitalism. I don’t regard that as a mistake, but a deliberate ploy by infiltrators within the Bolshevik Party on the side of big business such as Lenin and Trotsky. [At other points in their lives, one or both of them could have been overwhelmingly genuine, but they were not at that point, and Trotsky still wasn’t when he led the Red Army and it carried out atrocities such as at Kronstadt.]

Right-wing members of the Socialist Revolutionary Party won the Constituent Assembly election due to large landowners being better organised in the countryside. I have long argued that the Bolsheviks should have let them show themselves up in practice, and that the excuse that the Bolsheviks would suffer massive repression doesn’t stand up bearing in mind that the working class led two revolutions in one year and would surely defend them if repression was attempted. Even better, after the October revolution but before holding a Constituent Assembly election, the Bolsheviks should have gone into the countryside and formed a unified socialist party involving both workers and peasants who supported the October revolution, which could then have won that election. The very fact that the right-wingers elected to the Constituent Assembly called themselves “socialist revolutionaries” is an indication that the idea of revolutionary socialism was very popular among the peasantry, so a realignment of the left could well have brought about a party with overwhelming support among both workers and peasants, and encouraged poor left-wing peasants to come to the fore instead of the rich right-wing landowners.

Marxists often talk about the working class taking power, but in my view it is the entire population that should really take power. It is clearly massively undemocratic to deny middle class people a say in how society is run, or give them less of a say like the peasantry in Russia. In a pre-revolutionary situation (when a socialist revolution is possible) in Scotland for example, there would in my view be far more people who support the idea of socialism but agree with PR than those (mainly of a Marxist persuasion) who would advocate all power to the soviets. Marxists would then have a choice of trying to force, using “workers’ militias”, the will of a minority on the majority, or implementing a PR-based form of socialism.

Conspiratorial infiltrating organisations on any side in society need to make plans, building models of the world and individuals in it to some degree of complexity and using them to determine what they need to do to try to achieve their desired outcomes. That is something we all do with our brains for day-to-day problems or for trying to affect the future of the world, but is applied by those organisations to achieving their vision of world socialism or maintaining the capitalist world in which we live. In the past, they had to rely on the combined effect of the minds of people within those organisations, but nowadays a lot of this modelling can be done on computers utilising AI techniques. This is not just a hypothesis; I have developed an AI/simulation language called SDML (which stands for “Strictly Declarative Modelling Language”) that is capable of carrying out such modelling, but it needs some improvements to make it applicable to large-scale problems. I intend to get a job at the Artificial Intelligence Applications Institute in Edinburgh to further develop SDML so that it could be used more effectively by conspiratorial organisations including my Foundation for PR-based Socialism.

A very significant experience in my life was a game of Scrabble I had on my own several years ago. I pulled out small groups of letters from the bag and always managed to put a word down on the board with some sort of relevance to conspiracies that I was thinking about at the time; this worked for the entire Scrabble set! I had thought that subconsciously I could have been feeling indentations on the tiles, but I wasn’t moving my hand around a lot in the bag, and it certainly couldn’t have been coincidence. I thought for a while (and said so in the first version of this introduction) that the only rational conclusion is that it had all been programmed by a conspiratorial organisation, which modelled the precise behaviour of masses of people (by considering classes and important organisations) and important individuals, to prove that there is nothing outside matter like people’s souls or a god. However, there is a massive flaw in that argument! An individual important enough to be modelled precisely could be influenced by a less important individual such as a friend or relative or a person he or she interacts with in a crowd. In fact, to model the world precisely, it is necessary to model everyone, all animals and all inanimate objects – which would require a computer with more atoms than there are on the Earth! Therefore, if it was modelled, there is either an advanced socialist society in outer space with an extremely large and complex computer or network of computers that is modelling the Earth as some sort of massive experiment or there is a god who is doing the modelling and influenced me into picking those precise Scrabble tiles. I thought for a while that it was indeed being modelled and that the motivation for the Scrabble experience must be to provide proof that one of those two possibilities is the case! However, I have twice recently started playing similar games of Scrabble with myself and also come up with interesting words – so it is most rational to think that it was indeed a coincidence. The problem with thinking that must either be a god or an advanced socialist society modelling us all and intervening where necessary is that we can become fatalistic. Even if there is a god or socialism in outer space, it is rational to think that the god or aliens would leave us to sort our own world out. I intend to launch a socialist church along with the person who is currently my strongest ally in the world, Joanne Simpson; issues around this will be discussed in chapter YYY.

An accurate model of all important events leading to a revolution is not a new idea. It was called “psychohistory” by Isaac Asimov, when applied to a revolution in a galaxy that was similarly being modelled, in his epic Foundation series (the first three books of which were written in the 1940s). Asimov based his psychohistory concept, which he developed in discussion with John Campbell, on the kinetic theory of gases considering huge numbers of people together acting in a predictable way. Two “Foundations” at opposite ends of the galaxy conspired to bring the revolution about – the first was relatively open (after pretending to be working on an encyclopaedia) but the second, composed of people with mind-reading and mind-controlling powers, was very secretive, influencing people to ensure that the computer-based model (called “the Seldon plan”) was adhered to and making small adjustments to it when necessary.

As I explained above, a model that can precisely predict events to the level of detail in my Scrabble experience is not feasible on the Earth. However, a model of important organisations and individuals to a level of detail sufficient to plan a revolution is entirely possible using a language like SDML. It would be necessary to adjust the model and interact with people in the world (using mind control or more orthodox methods) to ensure the revolution is carried out, in a similar manner to the Second Foundation in Asimov’s literature.

The original trilogy (Foundation, Foundation and Empire and Second Foundation) had quite right-wing plots, perhaps to get round the censors, and ended with a form of fascism, but he later added Foundation’s Edge and Foundation and Earth to give the series a left-wing ending. In the last two books, somebody called Golan Trevize, who had a habit of always making correct decisions, had the role of choosing the future state of the galaxy – capitalism (a new empire like the crumbling old one that had been overthrown), fascism (with the mind-manipulators in the Second Foundation in control) or communism (involving a high degree of harmony with nature, based on a planet called Gaia, and called Galaxia when applied to the entire galaxy). Trevize chose Galaxia in Foundation’s Edge without knowing why, and discovered that it was the only way the galaxy would be strong enough to withstand a potential invasion from hostile aliens in another galaxy in Foundation and Earth.  I chose Galaxia as the name of my band due to use of it by Asimov (but as mentioned above now want to call it Red Day).

My role is similar to Trevize’s, but it is not just my responsibility to choose the form of future society on the Earth but to take action in order to ensure that such a society is built. In chapter 3, I will justify myself being the person with such responsibility, and the remaining chapters will include details of my life so far as well as lessons for the future.

It is now a particularly important period of time for the future of the world. On the 3rd of May 2007 various elections will take place in the UK, with those to the Scottish Parliament being particularly important.

The SSP suffered a big setback in 2006 with the establishment of a split-off party known as “Solidarity: Scotland’s Socialist Movement”, launched by Tommy Sheridan (the former convenor of the SSP) in conjunction with other people formerly in the SSP (particularly those also in the SWP) in the wake of his successful defamation trial against the News of the World (a rag owned by Rupert Murdoch). Two of the SSP’s six current Members of the Scottish Parliament (MSPs), Sheridan and Rosemary Byrne, are in Solidarity and that party is planning to stand against the SSP in every region of Scotland in the May elections. This is a particular problem because it is only possible to vote for one party in a regional list (that augments constituencies in which MSPs are elected by FPTP making representation roughly proportional) and it is necessary to get around six percent of the vote in a particular region in order to get anyone elected. I am confident that the SSP can save some of their MSPs, and perhaps even get a higher representation than the last elections in 2003. Although I am still a member of the SSP, there is very little difference between the two parties’ policies and the SSP and Solidarity doing well between them is far more important in my opinion than one of those parties triumphing over the other. An appeal by the News of the World won’t take place until December 2007, but, in the meantime, the police are conducting a perjury investigation that may bring Sheridan back to court before the elections and thereby dent Solidarity’s hopes. I’ll talk about the defamation trial and subsequent split in the SSP in chapter YYY.

The Scottish parliamentary elections are also important because the pro-independence parties – the Scottish National Party (SNP), the SSP, Solidarity and the Greens – are fairly likely to achieve a majority between them, leading to a referendum which would almost certainly result in an independent Scotland. Although a capitalist independent Scotland would have some benefits in its own right (such as enabling Scotland to become nuclear-free and avoid sending troops to Iraq or Afghanistan), the most important advantage of independence would be it being a step towards achieving socialism. Due to people being generally more left-wing in Scotland than the rest of the UK, socialist parties being much stronger and less divided (despite the SSP-Solidarity split) and a fairer electoral system (with a form of PR, albeit far from ideal, in the Scottish Parliament compared to FPTP at Westminster), socialism in Scotland is much more likely than in the UK as a whole, which could then rapidly spread across Europe and the rest of the world. In my opinion, socialism is more likely in Scotland than in any other Western country. If the opportunity for independence is not grasped at the 2007 Scottish parliamentary elections, independence and progress towards socialism could be delayed another four years since further Scottish parliamentary elections are not due until 2011.

Solidarity also intends to stand in every council ward in Glasgow on the same day as the Scottish parliamentary elections, which is less of a problem because STV is being used for council elections and voters can specify alternative candidates to whom their votes will be transferred if their preferred candidate fails to get elected (or their votes will be partially transferred if their preferred candidate gets more votes than necessary). Not everyone will transfer their votes between the socialist parties, partly because some voters will not understand the electoral system since it is being used for the first time in 2007, so it would still be desirable for the SSP and Solidarity to reach agreement not to stand against each other. This is perhaps feasible because the council elections are much less important, but unlikely due to the hostility between the parties.

Despite my advocacy of democratic means for achieving socialism and a democratic electoral system once socialism is established, I certainly do not rule out extra-parliamentary activity in order to achieve change. On the contrary, one of my big initiatives was to call for worldwide general strikes at the time of G8 summits (Gleneagles in Scotland in 2005 and St Petersburg in Russia in 2006) through leaflets, use of the internet including a website (www.g8summitworldwidegeneralstrike.org) and through music. The first incarnation of my band Galaxia, consisting of a guitarist called Adam who does not want to be involved any more and myself on vocals, did some recordings in Manchester just before the 2005 summit, and I moved up to Glasgow in April 2006 with the intention of creating the band proper in this city. However, I was incarcerated as a political prisoner in May (as I’ll explain in chapter YYY) and development of the band and the call for a general strike was aborted. I want the Foundation for PR-based socialism to discuss what action to propose for the summit that takes place in Germany in June 2007. Calling for a general strike is serious because workers could get victimised if it fails to take off, so there needs to be a mood for such action around an appropriate issue – as there was in 2005 due to the Make Poverty History campaign and Live 8 concerts demanding change in Africa. I think that concentrating on global warming, and issuing a demand for investment in tidal power as the best option, could mobilise many across the world. A partial general strike could lead to a socialist revolution somewhere in the world, which could then spread across the entire globe!

Chapter 2

A short socialist history of the world

I have not written this chapter yet, but you can read the lyrics of my song The Revolution Starts Now!, which includes many of the points I want to make in this chapter, at the Galaxia/Red Day website www.galaxiamusic.org.

Chapter 3

Why me?

This book is partly an autobiography, and later chapters will provide a lot of information about my life so far. This chapter briefly justifies my argument that I am the only person capable of leading a world socialist revolution, so that if I fail to lead such a revolution one will not happen. [As stated in the preface, I have identified 12 key allies in the world who are also playing vital roles, but I am playing more of a role than any of them.]

So what makes me unique? I am by no means the only person with any of these attributes, but nobody else has all of them:

1. A vital prerequisite to be taken seriously as a socialist leader – I have a record of struggle. I made my first serious foray into politics when I saw the potential of a campaign making a real difference, and it certainly had a big impact – that campaign, which I joined when it got going in Manchester in early 1989, was the mass non-payment campaign that defeated the poll tax (a flat rate charge for local services) and brought down British prime minister Margaret Thatcher. I have been involved in many other campaigns including ones against wars and sanctions (particularly on Iraq), deportations, police violence, racism and fascism, the Criminal Justice Act, ID cards, ID fraud, the oppression of Palestinians and the closure of the hospital I was born in (Withington Hospital in Manchester). I have taken a particular interest in anti-capitalist protesting – I have taken part in such protests in Genoa, Barcelona and Edinburgh, and launched the initiative of a worldwide general strike in the run-up to the G8 summit in Gleneagles, Scotland, in 2005.

2. I have a record of involvement in a serious revolutionary socialist organisation – the Militant Tendency that led the anti-poll tax campaign, which I joined during that campaign (in June 1990) and stayed in for eight and a half years, as it became Militant Labour and then the Socialist Party. I was the only person from England or Wales to speak in support of Scottish Militant Labour (SML) launching the Scottish Socialist Party (SSP) during the debate at the 1998 European School of the Committee for a Workers’ International (CWI, which linked the Socialist Party and SML to similar organisations around the world).

3. I have a record of involvement in broad socialist organisations that have attempted to unite socialists of different hues together. The most significant of these organisations is the SSP and I have encouraged moves towards a similar party in Manchester via the Socialist Alliance, Respect and the Democratic Socialist Alliance (which I helped launch out of the old Socialist Alliance Democracy Platform). I am planning to intervene in the Campaign for a Marxist Party, urging it to rename itself the Campaign for a Revolutionary Socialist Party, with the aim of launching a party in the whole of Britain (although I am lukewarm about its potential in Scotland in the presence of the SSP and Solidarity). They want it to be organised like the SSP with platforms linking together people with particular viewpoints. I am encouraging Paula Mitchell, who is on the Executive Committee of the Socialist Party with responsibility for all the London branches to launch a bid for leading the Socialist Party and CWI, and want her to participate in that campaign to link revolutionaries together on a principled basis.

4. I analysed capitalist society by expanding Marxist theory, considering the presence of many conspiratorial organisations that infiltrate the left and other organisations in society.

5. Having now rejected Marxism, I have developed my own set of coherent post-Marxist ideas of how our brains work and how that affects society, based on the struggle between GOOD and BAD forces (as outlined in the preface of this book). This analysis leads to strategies for changing the world, hopefully resulting in very democratic socialist societies based on proportional representation (where everyone is in control rather than just the working class as Marxists advocate).

6. I have musical talent at both singing and songwriting, which I intend to put to good use in a band (perhaps called Galaxia or Red Day) that I’m setting up in Glasgow. I also seem to have a natural ability at the drums and want to play them in the band (although a woman called Alana Murray who has had a lot of experience of the drums may play them on some tracks and help teach me how to play them well). An early incarnation of the band performed a version of a song of mine called The Revolution Starts Now! in 2005, which contains so many important political points that I’ve written a chapter of this book on it (chapter YYY).

7. I am the main designer and only implementer of a computer simulation language, incorporating artificial intelligence (AI) techniques, called SDML. I suspect my language has been used (and may still be being used) for important modelling of the world by conspiratorial organisations, and intend for my own such organisation, the Foundation for PR-based Socialism, to use it. It is also useful because it gives me more insight into how such modelling can be done and thereby influences rational thought mechanisms in my mind.

8. I have a large internet presence. In order to influence current and potential future activists nowadays, it is necessary to utilise the World Wide Web and discussion forums (some of which are web-based, some which use email, and some such as Yahoo! Groups that can be used either way). As well as having several websites, I have created dozens of forums myself, mainly at Yahoo! Groups so that anybody searching for sets of important political keywords at that website (groups.yahoo.com) has a good chance of coming across one of mine. Most other activists limit themselves to posting to a small number of forums, but I have regularly sent messages to hundreds. I have a long record of activity going back to the early days of the internet, pioneering the CWI’s use of that medium, running its internal mailing list for several years and providing it with an unofficial website for two or three years before an official one was set up. My Foundation for PR-based Socialism, with a website (www.PRsocialism.org) and discussion forum, is a particularly important use of the internet, conspiring to create a specific kind of socialist world involving proportional representation.

9. I have been persecuted by the state, incarcerated as a political prisoner in psychiatric wards of hospitals on numerous occasions since the summer of 1998. This does not prove I am important, but it would be extremely unlikely for anybody to lead a revolution without enduring such persecution.

Chapter 4

Growing up

I was born on the 14th of May 1966, in Withington Hospital, Manchester, England. The name on my birth certificate is Stephen Kim Wallis. My first name was my mum’s choice – she was brought up as a Christian and named me after the “first martyr” Saint Stephen, the person whose feast it was when Good King Wenceslas looked out (according to the Christmas carol). However, when my mum taught me to spell my name, she taught me to spell it as “Steven” and consequently it was spelt that way on other important documents including my passport. She has told me that she taught me the Russian spelling to avoid confusing me with an irrational spelling that differs from how the name is pronounced, but the decision may have been influenced by the loss of her Christian beliefs and my dad’s politics (identifying with the regime in the USSR).

My dad’s middle name is Klim and he supposedly chose the middle name Kim for me because he would have liked to have been called that himself (rather than his obscure middle name Klim). I have suspected, however, that he chose it so that I would be teased at school for having a name most often chosen for girls! That is probably not true – Kim is fairly common amongst older men and there was a film called Kim about a young Indian boy with that name that he liked. Nevertheless, I hated the name due to being teased about it at one school, and still do because most famous male Kims (including New Labour politician Kim Howells, Australian Premier Kim XXX and North Korean dictator Kim il-Sung) are people I don’t identify with. Because of being teased, I refused to tell my fellow school students what my middle name was in the school I went to after we moved. Some of them knew I had a middle name beginning with “K” due to seeing the initial in an item of my clothing but none of them guessed what it stood for. Eventually they said that “Kremlin” was the most likely “name” due to my political views!

Towards the end of my time at school I became known as Steve, and that is the name I have been known as throughout my political life and for most of my work life. My full name would have had to appear on ballot papers if I stood in an election, and I didn’t want people in the polling booths sniggering at my middle name scuppering my chances, so when I was considering standing I changed my name by deed poll to “Steve Wallis” (removing the final “n” from my first name as well as my middle name). Another (much less serious) motivation was my desire to avoid being embarrassed about showing people my passport.

Later, when I was in a police station cell in Glasgow and told a police officer my new name and the two different names on my birth certificate and passport, I discovered that they had no way of entering these details in the police computer system to find out who I really was! The New Labour government’s current ID cards proposal is designed primarily to increase the surveillance of left-wing activists (the main enemy of big business and its representatives in the Labour Party). I once commented that the authorities would not be able to issue me with an ID card due to the peculiarities around my name! On further reflection, I realised that that is untrue; the new computer software would not have such an insurmountable flaw, and issuing me with an ID card and corresponding identifying number would finally allow the police and “security services” to keep track of me properly rather than having multiple instances of me (that they don’t know refer to the same person) on their computers.

My mum’s name is Jenifer (with one “n”) but she used to be known as Jen and now prefers Jenny (and has the usual spelling “Jennifer” in her email address). My dad’s first name is Max. I call my mum “Mum” but have usually called my dad “Max”, and that is how he has referred to himself when he has written/talked to me. I have cut off all contact with him, but he still tries to interfere in my life from time to time, for reasons that I will specify later in this book.

 I look white, but I am a quarter Jewish. My only living grandparent, Max’s mother Ruth (who I call “Granny”) is of Jewish origin with German ancestry, but says that she is an atheist. I now have some religious and semi-religious views (which I will explain in chapter YYY) and feel that I may have influenced her by discussing them even though she denies it. I am also an eighth Welsh (through Max’s father’s mother), an eighth Cornish (my mum’s mother’s mother was from a Cornish tin-mining family) and also part Scottish (a great grandfather was born in Edinburgh but I’m not sure whether that counts because he had English ancestry). There were also German Jews in my family, ancestors of my Jewish grandmother; she doesn’t know if any members of her extended family were in Nazi concentration camps but that must be very likely. I visited Auschwitz in Poland on a holiday with some friends on one occasion in my life – a very moving experience. I have generally regarded myself as English but found out fairly recently that I am only about half English!

Both my parents went to Cambridge University, which is where they met, and both have PhDs. Once, when I was quite young, I was pondering that fact along with the realisation that I am living at a very important time in history, and wondering what I could do to make the world a better place. I wrote some ideas down in a book of paper. I can’t remember what I wrote and I don’t know what happened to that book. I probably threw it away realising that it would be dangerous if it fell into the wrong hands. I believe that my subconscious has been working on the problem of trying to make the world a better place from at least that moment on.

Max once described himself as “a theoretical astrophysicist” – he used to study comets (and still did to a limited degree last time I asked him about it) but now he mainly works as a scientific consultant for the environmental organisation Friends of the Earth. There was limited funding available for comet study until Halley’s Comet returned in XXX, so we had to move house a few times and he was often unemployed but continued working on comets for nothing. This meant that the family was often hard up. Some would imagine, due to my parents’ education, that I had a privileged upbringing but the family never had large amounts of money. Of course the fact that they were well educated helped me in my education and academic career, as well as helping my mind analyse the world and understand socialist politics.

My mum got an MSc studying how the brain works and a PhD in theoretical physics, learning computer programming in the days when it was a real chore (putting Atlas Auto-Code programs on paper tape) while studying for it. She worked as a maths teacher (in a school), and a computer programmer and software expert specialising in databases (at universities and for the National Health Service). She is now retired.

I don’t have any sisters but have a brother, Sean, who followed in my footsteps to a large extent going into artificial intelligence (AI) research. He now works writing AI programs for the Survey of the English Language research group at University College London. I followed in his footsteps to an extent too, by getting involved in left-wing politics after him. I will say much more on this later in the book. Sean was born on Christmas Day 1967.

For the first four years of my life, my family lived in a terraced house in Withington, Manchester. I cannot really remember anything that happened during that time – my only clear memory of that house is eating on the floor after the furniture was removed when we were about to move away, and my mum has informed me that this happened two years later (after my parents let the flat out in an informal arrangement with friends of theirs).

I have however been reminded (with the aid of photographs) of my first friend – the child of Egyptian friends of my parents, Anat and Mohammed, called Mariam, who was about nine months older than me. I often played with her when we were babies and toddlers. Mohammed, who was a doctor, lived in Scotland at first after they got married, and Anat, who worked with Max, needed somewhere to stay and therefore lived upstairs in our house. Mariam had been fostered for about a year after she was born and the foster family wanted to adopt her, but Anat got her back while in our house. Mariam’s cot was placed in the same room as mine. Later on, before Sean was born, they moved elsewhere in Manchester with Mohammed moving down from Scotland.

We visited that family in Liverpool a couple of decades later and I shortly afterwards lived at the same student union hall of residence as Mariam (Wright Robinson Hall in Manchester, the only place I have lived in my life without disabled access, which is a vital factor in choosing where to live nowadays). We got on quite well there when we saw each other, but we didn’t have any mutual friends and we didn’t meet very often (partly because I was still very shy around women).

Shortly after my fourth birthday, we moved to Sweden for two years. We lived in a large block of flats in a town called Täby a short distance north of Stockholm where Max worked for a year. We stayed in Täby for another year, after a holiday in England and Norway, despite Max getting a job in Belgium. In Sweden, school was not compulsory until the age of seven so my mum educated me in English and maths at home. I learnt very few words of Swedish, because English was a priority due to my parents’ plans to return to the UK rather than settle in that country. I couldn’t cope with a Swedish playgroup because I realised that other children spoke a different language (unlike Sean who made up his own words that were a bit like Swedish) but my mum took me to an English-speaking playgroup a couple of mornings a week during the second year.

I think I have identified the main reason for the shyness I exhibited when growing up and that became less extreme but still considerable for many years afterwards – I didn’t really have any friends in Sweden. I had misremembered knowing Anders and Anja, the children of an Englishwoman called Jacky (a friend of my mum’s who she met when doing Swedish lessons) and her Swedish husband Björn, in Sweden but my mum has told me that they were not born until after we left that country and that I only knew them due to them visiting us in England. Perhaps I was confusing them with children of a different friend of my mum’s, who she found by advertising for somebody who spoke English. In any case, I didn’t see those children very often. There was also a Swedish boy who lived nearby, but he was roughly Sean’s age; Sean was much more outgoing than me as a child.

We moved back to England in 1972, when Max got a job at Oxford University. We lived in a large village (that became a small town at about the time we left) called Eynsham, about half way between Oxford and Witney. We lived in a rented house for about a year, before my parents bought a house next to Eynsham’s primary school. On that estate, there were a fair number of children about Sean’s age but none of mine; having a small number of friends as a result was probably another factor contributing to my shyness. 

When Sean and I were both at school, my mum worked part time as a maths schoolteacher in Witney. However, she hadn’t received any teacher training and found it difficult despite knowing the subject well. She also found it time-consuming; it was only supposed to be part time but had to do a lot of preparation for lessons. She therefore quit after only doing it for one term. Later on, she got a job in the Biochemistry Department of Oxford University doing computer programming in the mathematical language Fortran. Her research group’s programs modelled the behaviour of anti-histamines and helped discover a cure for stomach ulcers. They even received some funding from an anti-vivisection group due to them pioneering techniques that didn’t involve experiments on animals.

Our primary school used experimental left-wing teaching methods which made life there much more enjoyable than it would have been at a traditional primary where pupils are kept in classes all the time. Although we were in class briefly at the start of every morning and afternoon (with children of different ages in the same class) and were sometimes given tasks to do in certain amounts of time, the rest of the time we were allowed to do what we wanted. By the time I started school, I was well educated for my age, and therefore had a lot of free time – most of which I used to write stories because that was what I most enjoyed doing. I found maths boring at the time but was good enough at it to complete tasks in that subject quickly.

When my mum was teaching me English and maths in Sweden, Sean insisted on learning as well. He was about a year and a half younger than me and his hands weren’t developed well enough to write, but he became very good at reading. When he started school in Eynsham, teachers expressed concern to my mum that he was spending a lot of time in the library, assuming that he was just looking at the pictures, and were astonished when my mum told them that he could read!

I lacked self-confidence around girls (particularly those who I was attracted to) while I was growing up – and for quite a while afterwards – but I had my admirers. There was a very attractive girl, who was quite a bit younger than me, at the primary school called Yvonne who once came up to talk to me and in that conversation she let me know that she fancied me. I was so shy that I think that was the only conversation we ever had! There was another considerably younger girl called Nicola Stallard, one of our neighbours in Eynsham, who also exhibited strong romantic inclinations towards me. I didn’t have particularly strong feelings towards Nicola, but I generally enjoyed her company. The high point of our (lack of a) relationship was playing the card game knockout whist in a tent in her back garden.

My best friend for most of my time in Eynsham was a Jewish boy of about my age called David Marsden. We spent quite a lot of time together, mainly playing games or watching TV. Most of the TV I watched was at David’s house since we didn’t have a TV at home (except in Sweden where I hardly watched it due to not knowing the language) until I was ten years old, just in time for the 1976 Montreal Olympics. Even then, I was initially restricted to watching it for no more than an hour a day. The main reason for this is that my parents did not want Sean or me to become indoctrinated by capitalist propaganda.

Whereas most children in the UK start secondary school at the age of eleven, and this was the case for those living in nearby villages who went to Eynsham’s Bartholomew Comprehensive School, Eynsham pupils started there at the age of nine. The first two years of more regimented teaching, always in classes, was probably necessary to ensure that we learnt enough to cope with secondary-age schooling. I found it much less enjoyable however.

Max once suggested that Sean and I should support Manchester football teams since that was the city where we were both born. I chose Manchester United because I liked the name, and Sean chose Manchester City. I don’t know what thoughts went through my subconscious mind when I picked United, but that word has connotations with unity of the working class, used for example in the slogans “The workers united will never be defeated!” and “Black and white, unite and fight!” In contrast, the word “city” reminds me of the City of London, the main bastion of big business in Britain. Additionally, the colours of Manchester United’s strip are socialist red and anti-racist black-and-white. The Manchester City strip is not a Tory dark blue but it is still blue. These factors influence football players (most of whom have working class backgrounds) in deciding what team they want to play for and fans in choosing a team to support. Consequently, Manchester United fans and players tend to be more left wing than those of Manchester City, despite United’s extreme wealth (at one time the richest club in the world but now saddled with enormous debts after the takeover by the US businessman Malcolm Glazer) and the fact that City’s ground was then in a solid working class area (Moss Side).

The first football match I watched was the FA Cup Final between Manchester United and Southampton in 1976, on TV at David’s house. David was a Leeds United supporter and was backing Southampton in that match. Southampton were extreme underdogs, being in the Second Division (now called “The Championship”) while United were in the First Division (now called “The Premiership”), but Southampton won 1-0. United weren’t doing particularly well in the league in those years but had a very good record in the FA Cup. They pulled off a shock 2-1 victory over Liverpool the following year and also reached the final in 1979. The latter match ended in a 3-2 victory for Arsenal, but I admired the way United came back from two goals down in the final five minutes only to lose to another Arsenal goal right at the end. Although I first chose to support United due to their name, it was also their exciting style of play, which they have kept through their much more successful times (particularly the 1990s) through to today, that kept me supporting them.

My favourite team now is FC United of Manchester, currently in the North West Counties League Division 1, formed by Manchester United fans opposed to Glazer’s takeover of the club, and I watched the top of the table clash against Winsford United last season, that they came from behind to win 2-1, at the ground they share with Bury Football Club. They scored many more goals in their first season than any other team in Division 2 of the league, but conceded quite a lot of goals too, largely (I think) due to them having many skinhead players in defence and as the goalkeeper; a terrible ‘mistake’ made by the keeper caused FC United to fall behind, which I think was deliberate because he was on the side of big business and undermining the overwhelmingly left-wing team. Despite the goalkeeper and defence, FC United won the league that season (2005-6) by a big margin, and had at least 2000 fans watching every game, even away from home.

David and his family moved to Israel while I was at Bartholomew School, and I chose a new best friend at that school: Darren Hammond. As with David, we played games and watched TV together. I particularly remember us doing competitions racing toy cars. I also remember playing some sports with Darren, including golf, football and probably tennis.

I wasn’t particularly sporting when I lived in Eynsham, except for middle distance and particularly cross-country running, for which I had a suitable physique (tall and slim). I regularly came in the first few places (and may have occasionally won races) on cross-country runs in the first couple of years at Bartholomew School, but there was a lot more competition after being joined by children from other villages. What completely lost my enthusiasm for cross-country, however, was losing to Sean in a race open to adults and children of different ages.

There was a girl I fancied in my class at that school, but the fact that I can’t remember whether her name was Sarah or Susan Corfe – as well as never having talked to her – implies that it wasn’t particularly serious.

One of the good things about Bartholomew School was the drama that I got involved in. I took part in three plays – The Little Prince, The Wizard of Oz (in which I played the Wizard) and one based on improvisation (which I didn’t particularly enjoy, probably due to not liking its war theme). When we performed The Wizard of Oz, one of the props failed to work, and I panicked and went behind the scenery to ask what to do; I was told to mime what was supposed to happen. It was quite an amusing incident, but it did dent my self-confidence at acting. My mum did some acting too with the local amateur dramatics society.

I joined the cub scouts (which I quite enjoyed) and later the scouts (which I generally didn’t) in Eynsham. I went with them on a camping trip, which was reasonably enjoyable. I can’t remember my attitude to having to swear allegiance to the Queen, and I’m not even sure that that aspect of the scouting movement was enforced (although I think it was). Looking back, I think that the most off-putting thing about the Scouts was the all-male atmosphere with some of the boys being pretty obnoxious teenagers!

In 1979, Max got a job at Cardiff University, where he collaborated with the Indian astrophysicist Chandra Wickramasinghe and the late Sir Fred Hoyle to a lesser extent. Max worked with them on the theory that life had spread through the galaxy via comets; they were ridiculed in 1971XXX when they had first put that theory but many scientists believe it today.

 We therefore moved to a large town called Penarth about five miles away from Cardiff, in the summer half-term holidays (at Whitsun). My mum got a job at Cardiff University’s computing centre, particularly working on databases but also solving people’s problems with computers generally, soon after we moved.

I went to comprehensive schools (taking pupils of all abilities and run by the state) in both Eynsham and Penarth, but was fortunate in going to relatively good such schools. After I left, the school I went to in Penarth (Stanwell) “opted out” of local authority control, for which it received a large amount of extra money that was spent on many new buildings. It was a policy of the then Tory government to bribe schools that opted out, in order to lessen the power of local councils (many of which were Labour controlled).

There is a continual debate about whether classes at school should be mixed ability or whether there should be some sort of selection according to exam results. I’m strongly opposed to assessing pupils according to overall ability, assuming that those who are brighter in one subject are in every subject, whether used to decide what school somebody goes to (via the old “11 plus”) or for what “stream” somebody is in within the same school (as was used before my year at Stanwell). The term “streaming” is sometimes used to refer to placing people in “sets” (as we called them) according to ability in those subjects, and I tended to find subjects in which we were divided into sets better than those which weren’t – but if I was less able I may have found it more frustrating. Having said that, we usually had large class sizes and teachers didn’t generally go round talking to each of us in turn; perhaps this method, which is used much more nowadays, would have made mixed-ability classes better. The changeover from streaming to sets seemed to be beneficial – many more people in my year (about half) went on to do A-levels than the previous year. I suspect that the best solution is to break up into sets most of the time, but to occasionally have mixed ability classes in which the more advanced pupils help the teacher explain things they have learnt – helping their communication skills as well as the knowledge of the less advanced. 

I was “lucky” enough to have exams before half term in Eynsham, and then further exams in Penarth after moving in that holiday. My Penarth geography teacher didn’t want to record my mark of about 50% but I was chuffed with doing so well despite a very different syllabus from that in Eynsham and I insisted on it being recorded. As a consequence, I was put in the second set in that subject while being in the top set in everything else for which setting was used. I did very well in the geography exam at the end of the first term and was moved up to the top set, but I had difficulty catching up with what I had missed and dropped the subject at the end of the year.

In my early years at school (in Eynsham), I was much more interested in English than in maths. However, I had some really bad English teachers at school in Penarth and I became much better at, and more interested in, subjects that involved problem solving – particularly maths and, later on, computing.

Max’s parents Ruth and Peter Wallis, who I called “Granny” and “Grandad”, were radicalised by the Spanish Civil War in the 1930s and joined the Communist Party of Great Britain (CPGB) at that time. That war was a failed revolution, betrayed by “socialists”, “communists” and “anarchists” in that country uniting with capitalist “republicans” in a “popular front” against Franco’s fascists, and by the Communist Party in the USSR failing to send promised arms to the front (due to Stalin fearing a socialist revolution in Spain which could lead to a mass movement for democracy at home). The problem with popular fronts, which should be contrasted with “united fronts” of solely working class organisations (to use Marxist terminology), is that they result in lowest common denominator politics which fail to inspire some of the most downtrodden people in society. The popular front government in Spain failed to carry out redistribution or collectivisation of land (which could have won over the peasantry), or grant self-determination for Morocco (particularly important since that was Franco’s power base), in order to avoid alienating the small number of capitalists in the country at the time. A vaguely Trotskyist party known as the POUM, whose army a British communist joined by mistake in the excellent Ken Loach film Land and Freedom, was the best organisation in Spain, but they were too small to influence events sufficiently to defeat Franco.

Due to my grandparents’ influence, most of their children (including Max) also joined the CPGB and bought the Morning Star, a daily newspaper which supported that party. [I wasn’t totally cocooned away from capitalist influences; the family also bought the Sunday Times for a while in Eynsham and local newspapers in Penarth.] There have been a lot of splits in left-wing parties/organisations over the years and a split in the CPGB at one point while I was growing up spawned the Communist Party of Britain (CPB), which took the Morning Star with it. My grandparents and my uncle Hugh stayed with the CPGB whereas Max and my late aunt Sonia stayed with the CPGB (and hence stopped buying the Morning Star). After the fall of the Stalinist regimes in the USSR and Eastern Europe, the CPGB changed its name to Democratic Left. A very small organisation that was previously a faction of the CPGB and published a newspaper called The Leninist took advantage of the spare name and started calling itself the Provisional Central Committee (PCC) of the CPGB, usually omitting the PCC bit of the name. This organisation now publishes a newspaper called the Weekly Worker, which tends to be the most interesting paper on the left because it specialises in debates between and within left-wing organisations (particularly those in Britain); its archive on the web therefore gets a lot of hits. Although I strongly disagree with the CPGB’s positions on a lot of issues, particularly its extremely negative attitude towards the Scottish Socialist Party and its Marxist position of advocating hierarchies of committees based on workplaces, I have recently started contributing to that newspaper.

I have long suspected that regularly reading the Morning Star while I was growing up helped my subconscious mind come to conclusions about infiltration of left-wing parties by organisations on the side of big business including the official “security services” such as MI5, not just for spying purposes but to try to wreck such parties from within, although I didn’t come to such conclusions with my conscious mind until 1998. I’m not really sure whether I came to such conclusions due to the political positions put forward within that paper being pretty terrible for a paper of a supposedly revolutionary party, or merely due to me being exposed to left-wing politics in that paper. Nowadays I would point to its continued support for the now openly pro-big business Labour Party and an infamous editorial in which it called the overthrow of Yugoslav dictator Slobodan Milosevic by a mass movement primarily of and instigated by workers “a tragedy”.

If a daily newspaper like the Morning Star was democratically controlled by a political party, even one off-puttingly called “Communist”, then a big influx of working class people to transform it would be likely. However, it is actually controlled by the People’s Press Printing Society (PPPS), with influence dependent on ownership of shares. The PPPS is obviously infiltrated as well as the parties that the paper has supported.

Max stood as a local election candidate of the CPGB in Eynsham at one point and received very few votes (about ten). This certainly didn’t inspire me to become a communist! Instead I tended to support Labour left-wingers, particularly Tony Benn.

My involvement in politics while I was growing up was mainly limited to activities of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) – I attended a meeting in Eynsham and a large demo in London, and I also did a little door-to-door leafleting. It was the height of the cold war and CND’s proposal of unilateral nuclear disarmament, intended to encourage other countries to follow the British government’s lead and disarm too, seemed the best way of avoiding nuclear war. I remember being very frightened at the prospect of Ronald Reagan winning the US presidential election, which he did in 1980, because I thought he’d be trigger-happy.

A lot of rubbish has been said about Labour under Michael Foot at the 1983 general election being “unelectable” because the party was too left wing, by advocating unilateral nuclear disarmament in particular, but such commentators ignore the fact that Labour was ahead of the Tories in opinion polls until the outbreak of jingoism caused by the Argentine invasion of the Falkland Islands (called “the Malvinas” by them) in the South Atlantic and the subsequent war to recapture those remnants of the British Empire. It should also be pointed out that is not sufficient to merely adopt left-wing policies – you need to argue for them to shift public opinion to the left. Instead, the policies were actually undermined by people like former Prime Minister James Callaghan, at a public meeting in his and my constituency of Cardiff South and Penarth, arguing against Labour’s disarmament policy. Having said that, I think it is a good thing for politicians to speak their mind rather than simply parroting the party line.

Of course I also discussed politics with people, particularly my long-time best friend Julian Beard, who likes to be called “Jules” by his friends. I first met him at Penarth Chess Club, which we went to a lot and played for in the local league. He was in the year above me at school so I mainly saw him at one of our houses, usually playing games together, such as chess, various card or board games, Subbuteo cricket, imaginary football or cricket tournaments, computer games or table tennis on the table in our loft. We also played some sports in other places, such as tennis on public courts, golf on the pitch-and-putt course at the cliff top or badminton at the local sports centre.

Throughout my friendship with him, Julian was openly a Tory Party supporter. When I knew him in Penarth and for many years afterwards, including much of the time during which I was an active revolutionary socialist, I didn’t consider this a barrier to our friendship. Nowadays I recognise that anybody I know who is genuinely right wing would betray me if they got the opportunity, because they (like me) put the future of the world (and hence the interests of big business in their case) ahead of individual friendships. I know this from bitter experience of my friendship with Julian – in 1998 I came to the conclusion that Julian was a member of a conspiratorial organisation on the side of big business (which I then thought was MI5) for reasons that I’ll provide in chapter YYY.

I recognise that one of Julian’s roles has been to attempt to lower my self-confidence. One way in which he has done that is by persuading me to do something that I was determined not to do beforehand; he was particularly able to do this on the telephone because the absence of visual cues made it easier to manipulate me than when we were face-to-face. Throughout my childhood and for many years afterwards, I was very nervous on the phone, and I think that Julian’s influence was largely responsible for that.

However, Julian’s role was contradictory – in other ways he deliberately increased my self-confidence. For example, he introduced me to a lot of very nice friends of his; some of my early experiences with girls or women were with his female friends (including his first girlfriend Jackie Cook who had some slow dances with me in his presence). We went on several holidays together, sometimes just the two of us – including a month-long “InterRail” holiday staying in youth hostels in many European cities plus one in the Austrian countryside (he was very keen on the architecture of old buildings) – and sometimes with friends of his (some of whom I already knew too). On these holidays particularly, Julian encouraged me to talk to strangers, including chatting up women. However, I tended to have more success in that direction when he wasn’t around, probably largely because he tended to attract the women himself (being more outgoing than me although not particularly attractive). When I first knew him, Julian’s clothes were generally dull; when he later became more of an extrovert, he started wearing more outgoing clothes and he encouraged me in that direction too.

For a number of years, I looked back over our time together and guessed that Julian joined both the Tories and MI5 (or a similar conspiratorial organisation) at about the time that I went round Julian’s house in Penarth and two local Tories turned up at his invitation to try to recruit us to their party. However, looking back now, it is clear that he was acting alone as a genuine Tory Party supporter and real friend of mine throughout our childhood and for many years afterwards roughly until the point that he did admit to joining that party. I recognise now that he changed as a person then, becoming colder, more calculating and less contradictory (acting more consistently against me). At about that point, he mysteriously went out of contact with me for a few weeks, and I noticed when I spoke to him again that his telephone voice had considerably changed; I recognised later that he had been taught to speak hypnotically on the phone, perhaps at an MI5 institution.

One friend of Julian’s, who also became a good friend of mine, was Fraser James. [That is a pseudonym, since he does not want his name published in this book. Because I still get on very well with him, I am cooperating with that request of his.] He went to a private school until the sixth form, when he went to Stanwell to do his A-levels, where he was in Julian’s year. I didn’t know Fraser particularly well when I was still at school, and we never lived near each other at university or later, but we often met up to go away on holiday, or staying with each other, Julian or our own relatives in the Cardiff area.

Fraser is outwardly a Tory Party supporter like Julian, although I suspect he’s really more left-wing than he is prepared to admit, and he’s even more of a capitalist having made vast sums of money (and lost large but relatively small sums too) on the stock market. When the stock market was temporarily performing badly, he switched to investing in gold mining companies, since gold tends to perform in the opposite way to shares and mining shares reflect that about fivefold.

Both Julian and Fraser made huge sums of easy money that they didn’t need by opening many building society accounts with token amounts of money in them and then voting for them to convert into banks – an activity known as “carpetbagging”. Julian admitted to hypocrisy; he told me he would vote for the Nationwide to remain a building society (and hence being run for the benefit of savers and borrowers rather than shareholders) because that is where he had his savings! The Nationwide, with whom I have a mortgage and savings too, successfully protected itself against the carpetbaggers by temporarily preventing new savings accounts from being opened and then making new savers sign an agreement that would ensure that any proceeds from conversion into a bank would go to charity. After making a fortune from building societies, Julian and Fraser did the same thing with “mutual” insurance companies.

In contrast to Julian, Fraser’s main role in my life, apart from giving me insight into capitalist behaviour, has been to increase my self-confidence. The most important way in which he has done this is by getting me started at karaoke, on a holiday in Barbados. Singing has already played a very important role in my life and will continue to do so with my band (as described in later chapters).

Another way Fraser has helped my self-confidence (and I’ve helped his at the same time) is by encouraging me in the sport that I have the greatest ability at – skiing. I first went skiing when we were living in Sweden, but that was cross-country rather than downhill skiing and I consequently knew how to go straight down a hill and turn but not how to slow down or stop! On one snowy winter in Penarth, Sean and I got on our parents’ cross-country skis that they had kept since Sweden and skied around Penarth and down a hill in a nearby park (Cosmeston). That hill was so small and deserted that going full-pelt downwards was not a problem! These early experiences undoubtedly helped me when I went on proper skiing holidays, which I will talk about (including how my self-confidence at the sport helped my self-confidence around women) in chapter YYY. 

The main recipient of my romantic inclinations in Penarth was Rhiannon Williams, who I think was in my class at school although I don’t recall us having many lessons together. She has played a significant role in my life so far, and may play a role in my future too, so the next chapter is about her. There was another girl in my class who I had a crush on during my first half term in Penarth, before I fell for Rhiannon, called Amanda Jewell. Amanda was nowhere near as good-looking as Rhiannon, but she had a nice smile. After Rhiannon left during the sixth form to take up nursing, I became interested in somebody else in my year called Jo Phillips. She was really a Rhiannon substitute who I was largely attracted to because she looked fairly similar – being short, having long straight dark hair and a pretty face (though not as stunning as Rhiannon). I was very shy with her too, never really making a move, although I think we smiled at each other a fair amount.

The other Rhiannon substitute was her sister Tania, who started hanging out with some people in my year despite being younger; she was at a few parties I went to in my final year at Stanwell. I came out of my shell a bit in that year, due to Julian being largely absent from my life having left home to study law at University College London. I’m unsure as to how much that was due to Julian lowering my self-confidence when he was around or simply because I was forced to make more friends to occupy my time. I had already made some friends in my own year, but I didn’t spend much time with them outside school. My first friend in Penarth was Bryn Warren, a boy in my class, but he wasn’t as academic as me and we drifted apart (I think he left school at 16 and I didn’t see him afterwards). In my final year, my best friend was Robert Ruiz (who liked to be called “Rob”); we spent a fair amount of time together mainly playing computer games – we regularly bunked off school on Friday afternoons, when theoretically we should have stayed there despite not having any lessons, to play such games around one of our houses. I also got to know Anthony Swinburne (who we called “Swin”), who lived near me on a road of posh houses dubbed “Millionaire’s Row”. They were both part of a group of mutual friends that included Tania and some other boys (including Huw Thomas who I also got on very well with). I have suspected that one reason Tania hung around with us was to keep track of me for Rhiannon’s benefit, but that was probably wishful thinking!

I took my maths A-level exam a year early, studying for it in one year rather than the usual two. I was one of three boys who took extra lessons in our first year of the sixth form, in addition to the standard A-level class, to cover the second half of the syllabus. We had completely separate maths lessons in the final year, to study for our separate pure and applied maths exams. Note that some exam boards provided exams in “further maths”, but the Welsh one provided them in separate pure and applied maths, the latter being a mixture of mechanics (which I struggled at) and statistics (which I was good at). The other two boys I did these lessons with were Philip Martin and Chris Dunscombe. I got on well with both of them, but didn’t know Chris that well. Philip lived on the same street as me (Westbourne Road) and I got to know him quite well outside school too, at one of our houses or playing badminton together. He was a bit of a loner, spending a lot of time making some very impressive toy aeroplanes and flying them in fields.

In my final year at school, I also got to know Fiona Strawbridge, who was really the first girl I knew who I could properly chat to. Julian liked to “take the mickey” out of Fraser’s and my taste in women/girls – although he had to admit that my taste in Rhiannon was very good when he finally found out who she was. I think this was one of the ways in which he tried to lower our self-confidence, although I’ll be charitable and concede that it was probably due to his subconscious. Fraser had a massive crush on Fiona, but never plucked up the courage to go up and talk to her. Julian repeatedly called her “a dog”, which was really unfair because she was quite pretty and had a very nice smile. I couldn’t bring myself to admit that I fancied her too, until I told Fraser many years later to try to help his self-confidence. I didn’t just fancy her because of her looks but also because of her mind. Fiona was close to joining our additional maths lessons, but for some reason decided against it.

I think that Julian’s criticisms of Fraser’s attraction towards Fiona were a large factor behind the unusual preferences in women he later adopted. Fraser went through a phase of particularly fancying women if they had buck teeth, a preference which Julian took the mickey out of even more. I don’t go along with the idea that such women are necessarily ugly, and personality is of course important as well as looks, but it is certainly a strange preference. Fraser later consciously adopted the attitude of only fancying relatively unattractive women, because he had become convinced that otherwise he would stand no chance of them being attracted towards him, and even finally gave up on relationships altogether. Fraser’s other unusual preference is only fancying women with very fair skin, which he insists is not racist because he never fancies white women who have a tan! This is one reason, as is Fraser being a Tory and active capitalist, and him visiting prostitutes in Amsterdam, why I cut off links with him completely for a few years fairly recently. Despite believing that he was more of a positive than negative influence on me, I felt that having a friend like Fraser could undermine me in the eyes of others. I now believe that Fraser is a mainly well-intentioned individual and a useful influence providing me with right-wing viewpoints on issues; we are good friends again.

Apart from the girls I’ve mentioned above, there were two in Penarth who showed strong signs of fancying me. One, whose name I think was Amanda (not Jewell), was somebody I met through Julian (she was a friend of one of his friends); she was quite a lot younger than me but I also came across her at school occasionally. The other was in my year at school and called Sonya Cole. She was quite attractive but always stank of smoke, which massively put me off her. She tried to kiss me on a number of occasions, and perhaps noticing how uncomfortable I was when she did that encouraged her even more!

A big problem I had with my self-esteem when growing up was that I often had the odd spot (mainly on my face). I wouldn’t say I ever really had acne, but it was only on rare occasions that I was completely free of the problem. You are told that it is just a temporary problem with hormones that will go away when you grow up, but for me it didn’t. I tried many different creams and lotions, mainly those on the normal shelves of a shop but also stronger ones that you need to ask for from behind the counter of a pharmacy, some natural remedies from a health food shop and I even got some tablets prescribed for me by a doctor. Some of these worked some of the time, but none worked completely. Eventually I saw a message on the internet by someone who had tried pretty much everything else without success but eventually cured her acne problem by eliminating a huge number of things from her diet. It didn’t seem practicable for me to do likewise, but I started paying more attention to what I was eating, having a healthier diet choosing organic and/or vegetarian options more often. I suspect that having a more varied diet, trying some things again that I had previously not liked, was more responsible for me overcoming the spot problem than boycotting particular foods. I have now realised that some food companies use chemical fertilisers and additives that have deliberate “side effects” of making spots more likely. For some people, avoiding occasional spots or acne requires a better model of the world in our minds, including an understanding to some degree of complexity of conspiracies involving food and drink as well as products we use on our skin or hair. Such conspiracies result from a deliberate strategy of big business to undermine the self-esteem of working class people in particular (since ruling class and middle class people find it easier to buy healthier food) and to make it harder for us to achieve a genuine rapport with others.

If somebody does not feel attracted to someone else, it is harder to genuinely care about him or her, perhaps even to the point of minding whether he or she lives or dies. Of course, attraction is not solely dependent on natural beauty – people can decide to make the best of their appearance, and smile often rather than looking glum. Also, having an interesting personality is important for attraction. Looking back, I realise that many people (male as well as female) have been attracted to me over the years, despite the skin problems I have sometimes had, because of my personality – specifically the vitally important role I am playing in the world (perhaps with them subconsciously sensing this role before I was aware of it or merely finding out that I was an interesting person). Indeed, since any genuine person puts the future of the world ahead of the personal happiness of themselves and people close to them, it is important that people find me attractive (perhaps even more so than people they are having a relationship with), and I have often flirted with people who I am not interested in having a relationship with (partly for this reason, but also for practice and just for fun). This also means, however, that girls or women have often turned down my romantic moves towards them, realising that having a relationship with me is not beneficial to the future of the world (in the interest of ordinary people against big business). The fact that I have only ever had four relationships, and none of them lasted particularly long, has actually been beneficial. If I had spent much longer periods of time in relationships, I would have had to devote a lot of time to my partners instead of doing something important (politically or work wise).

I have gone through phases of being a vegetarian, or strictly speaking a “pescatorian” since I also ate fish and seafood, but this has sometimes led to me having cravings for meat. I believe this has been because I need a more varied diet in order to build up a better model of the world in my mind than people on the side of big business who I need to outmanoeuvre. How can I understand BSE (“mad cow disease”) or bird flu if I avoid all beef or poultry? Me eating meet makes very little difference to the number of animals killed, but I still eat vegetarian food a lot (particularly at left-wing gatherings) and avoid wearing or carrying leather because I don’t want to be looked down upon by vegetarians and vegans. Similarly, I have needed to consume some food made with dodgy chemicals such as fertilisers or additives, rather than sticking to organic products, so that my subconscious can figure out how they work. Due to experimenting in this way, I occasionally still get the odd spot, but that is not a significant problem nowadays.

I am now a pescatrorian again, since I think my model of the world is good enough, I prefer not to give off the impression at all that I don’t care whether animals suffer and eating meat is a big compromise with my ethics that I would rather not make. Besides, the thought of animals suffering can make meat taste less nice. As I stated in the preface of this book, being pescatorian is a rational position due to fish and seafood being cold-blooded and therefore not having feelings or a struggle between GOOD and BAD forces going on in their minds in the same way as with warm-blooded creatures

I didn’t get on very well with Max when I was living with him. He only hit me once (not a very socialist act to put it mildly), but he was and still is a very cold person, both on the outside and on the inside. Sean often had shouting matches with Max, which I usually kept out of, while we were growing up. I have, at times, got to like Max much better after I left home, and after my mum left him, but I now dislike him because I realise that he is overall on the side of big business and that he is only pretending to be left wing. He still interferes in my life from time to time, and I have sometimes given him the benefit of the doubt, but I am now refusing to have anything to do with him because he is largely an enemy of ordinary people trying to overthrow the rule of big business and establish socialism. You don’t have to have any conspiratorial ideas to realise this (which I do have) – he freely admits that he has become disillusioned with socialism after the fall of what he calls “communist” countries (ones with Stalinist regimes).

I also hated Max because he was mentally cruel to my mum throughout their marriage (but she has forgiven him now and I think I am more understanding of Max’s position that he wasn’t deliberately being cruel). They rarely rowed and he never hit her, but he stifled her as a person. She is much happier now that she has left him and regained her independent thought, including the Christian views that she had before she met Max. When I’ve visited Penarth, I’ve stayed with my mum rather than Max, and even when I was in contact with him, I spoke to him on the telephone much less frequently than with my mum. The level of mental cruelty was so severe that it sent my mum into psychiatric hospital wards on several occasions – firstly after I was born, then after Sean was born, and a few more times when we were both approaching important exams or at university. My mum has told me that on the first two occasions she was deliriously happy – the opposite of post-natal depression, which I have deduced was due to gaining another member of the family as a counterweight to Max. She also told me that she only stayed with him for so long, and kept quiet about her feelings about him, for the sake of us kids. We would of course have been much happier without Max, but she feared a court deciding that she was unfit to look after us, due to her previous periods on psychiatric wards, if she left him before we had grown up.

I doubt that Max is a member of a secretive big business organisation – his actions are sometimes too fast and erratic – but I am 100% sure that he is mainly on their side, and that he is therefore cooperating with people who are in such organisations and competing with socialists such as myself.

I was a paperboy in Penarth for a couple of years or so, delivering newspapers six mornings a week. The pay wasn’t particularly good (£1 a day when I stopped doing it) but it was an interesting experience. The most useful aspect to the job was in reading some of the articles in the papers! Sean had a much worse deal, doing Sunday deliveries – a lot more time and effort for very little extra pay due to the weight of those newspapers; he had to return to the shop for more papers whereas I could take them all at once. We gave up after starting to make much more money from writing computer games – an activity I’ll describe in chapter 6.

Largely as a result of my computing experience at home, I was determined to study it at university. When I had to decide on five universities to apply to go to during my final year at school, I didn’t just use the “UCCA handbook” at school to make my choices (like most potential students) – I also asked my mum to enquire about the best place to study computer science at the Cardiff computing centre where she worked. I was advised to go to the University of Manchester. I visited that university on its “open day” and certainly was impressed by the ancient machines that had been built at the university, on display in the computing centre downstairs from the Department of Computer Science. However, I was not aware that those machines included the first real computer until many years later, as I’ll explain in chapter 7.

I received an offer from Manchester of two Bs, in computer science and physics having already got an A in maths, without having to attend an interview. The standard offer that year from that university was three Bs. 

I also applied to Warwick University, mainly because its computer science degree looked the hardest to get admitted onto, based on typical grade offers the previous year. It was also an interesting contrast with big cities like Manchester and London (I applied to University College London where Julian was) having a campus in the countryside. My interview at Warwick remains the only formal interview I have ever had in my life, and I was chuffed to have impressed the interviewer so much by talking about my computing experience to be given an offer of two Ds (which also had to be in computer science and physics).

The main reason why high grades were usually required for Warwick’s computer science degree was that they didn’t accept many students (about 20 or 30). In contrast, Manchester went up from about 60 the previous year to about 180 in my year (including “joint honours” students who were studying computing with another subject such as maths). There were big increases in people studying computing at university at that time due to it only just being taught at school. The big increase in intake at Manchester later caused a crisis at that university’s computer science department – there was a vicious circle whereby offers were reduced to get enough students for the degrees, making them look less prestigious in the UCCA handbook so the ability of applicants declined, leading to offers needing to be reduced even further the following year.

Once I had got those two offers from the two universities that I was most keen on, there was no point in visiting any of my other three choices. You could only accept two offers, except for Oxford or Cambridge, and Manchester was my first choice with Warwick in reserve if I did badly at my A-levels. I didn’t seriously consider applying to Cambridge, despite it being the most prestigious for science subjects (Oxford was more orientated towards arts subjects) and my parents going there, because computing was only provided as an option of the maths degree. Besides, I was put off by the elitism.

I took my A-level mocks just before the Christmas holiday in 1983. I was very busy writing computer games when I should have been revising, and consequently I only got a C in physics (missing a B by 1%). This alarmed Max, because I needed a B in the real physics exam the following summer to go to Manchester, and he persuaded me to do the S-level exam in that subject, going to the extra lessons to study for it. “S” stood for “special” and those exams were considerably harder than A-levels (“A” stood for “advanced”). One reason I struggled in physics in the sixth form was that my teacher, Mr Brazel, who had been very good and enthusiastic in O-level classes, had big personal problems causing him to be rather unmotivated when teaching us for A- and S-level exams.

My O-levels, which I took at the age of 16 (now replaced with GCSEs which have an additional A* grade), yielded unremarkable results, because they relied on memory to a large extent and I found it hard remembering irrelevant facts: As in computer studies, maths, physics and French; Bs in chemistry, English language and English literature; a C in German. Quite a few girls in my year at school, and perhaps the odd boy, got straight As in their O-levels. However, I equalled the school record with my A-level results, at the age of 18 except for maths a year early: As in maths, computer science, physics and pure maths and a B in applied maths. I wasn’t as good at the S-level exams I did in my final year at school – I got “merits” (passes but not “distinctions” which were the top grade) in both computer science and physics. [Incidentally, John Redford, whose A-level record I equalled and who was in the year above me at school, got distinctions at his S-levels.] I found the physics S-level very tough – we were supposed to answer two questions out of several in the exam paper and there was only one that I had the faintest idea how to answer; I think I got full marks for that question and zero in the other because all I could do was write down the question!

 I went to the University of Manchester in the autumn of 1984, which I will talk about in chapter 8.

Chapter 5

Girl who may have had blue eyes

Rhiannon Williams, a girl in my class at Stanwell Comprehensive School, Penarth, was the first serious love of my life. My taste in women or girls is usually very good and Rhiannon certainly wasn’t an exception – she had an extremely beautiful face and a very sweet personality.

The best way of describing Rhiannon and the impact she has had on my life is to include lyrics from the start of a musical poem (some of which will be sung by myself unaccompanied but some will be spoken) that I wrote partly about an attempt to meet up with her on my 40th birthday, the 14th of May 2006 (a Sunday). The poem was originally intended to be a song, and was originally called Can’t Wait Until Sunday, but when my plans to meet her on that Sunday failed I renamed it Couldn’t Wait Until Sunday. The full lyrics can be found on my socialist website www.socialiststeve.me.uk, accessible from the musical poetry page. You will probably recognise some of the songs that I’m including snippets of, sometimes with modified lyrics; a full list of those songs is provided on the website page containing this song’s lyrics. [The lyrics below are taken from version 5 of the song.]

I’ve been on the Boulevard of Broken Dreams!

My shadow’s been the only one beside me!

My broken heart’s been the only one that’s beating!

When I was young, I never needed anyone.

Those days are gone!

I don’t wanna be

All by myself any more!

Those two verses summed up my love life up to that point in my life – very much one of broken dreams and feeling alone: I never had a relationship with anyone when I was young, and had not had one for over four years. The relationships that I did have weren’t particularly long lasting or fulfilling, partly because they weren’t with the women I most wanted to have them with. Although there had been many women or girls in my life with whom I had experienced strong mutual attraction, they had mostly turned me down due to putting the future of the world ahead of their personal happiness. If I had spent a lot of my life in relationships, that would have cut across my socialist activities.

However, at that point in my life, I was in dire need of somebody to lead the revolution with me and be the other main person in my band, and I expected that person to be a woman with whom I’d have a relationship. I had eliminated pretty much everybody else from my past, so I was most hopeful that Rhiannon could be that person.

Those two verses are followed by the first chorus, to the tune of the Bangles’ Manic Monday:

It was yet another loveless Monday oh-u-oh,

Couldn’t wait until Sunday oh-u-oh!

That could have been our fun day oh-u-oh!

It could also have been a pun day oh-u-oh!

Followed by another loveless Monday.

After that I say the words: “Let’s step back in time to when I was at school…” and then say/sing the following:

Rhiannon was the most beautiful girl in the world!

She had a lovely Welsh accent and long dark hair (not curled).

She was also reete petite!

Rrrrrrreete petite! She was really sweet!

The sweetest girl you’d ever want to me-ee-eet!

I had sung Jackie Wilson’s Reete Petite on karaoke very well shortly before writing the song, which helped me come to the conclusion that I wanted Rhiannon to be the person I was looking for to be in my band and lead the revolution with me.

That verse is followed by the second chorus, for which an original tune came to me when composing it (together with much of the rest of the song) in a police station cell on the night of the 12th/13th of May 2006, as follows:

At school we didn’t analyse history –

They didn’t want us to learn how to become free!

I was very good at trigonometry

But got fed up of looking at plants in biology!

I only got a ‘B’ at O-level chemistry;

Exams then relied (much more than now) on memory!

With my ‘A’ at O-level French I was really chuffed,

But when I try to remember it now, I’m completely stuffed!

Rhiannon was not very good at learning by rote

But in my heart, she (most of the time) struck the right note!

While Rhiannon had to do resits, trying to remember things like quotes,

I was starting my A-levels – I got an ‘A’ at maths a year early but mustn’t gloat!

She left to become a nurse in a GP surgery

While I went on to university.

I even ended up with a PhD

And wrote software to analyse the economy, policies and conspiracies!!!

I squeezed in a reference, in the last line of that chorus, to a computer simulation/artificial intelligence language I designed and implemented at Manchester Metropolitan University called SDML. I will discuss my work on that language in chapter YYY.

The following verses summarised my interactions with Rhiannon:

With her friend Carolyn, Rhiannon often chased me down the street!

I was very shy then, especially with someone so gorgeous and petite!

Eventually I plucked up the courage to chase them instead –

We were all good at running and no-one finished way ahead!

They didn’t chase me again any more

And the love we shared began to thaw.

We later went on a school exchange to St Pol de Leon (Brittany) in France.

On the ferry, I was too nervous to speak to Rhiannon, never mind ask her to dance!

But we were together one hot sunny day

In a barn containing many bales of hay.

Then someone told me Rhiannon was depressed

So I wanted to comfort her and I did my best!

But when I got near

Her depression turned to fear

And she threw a cup of water over me!

It was our most romantic moment and thinking about it later filled me with glee!

This is followed by the second chorus again, and:

Two decades later, I contacted Rhiannon through Friends Reunited.

When she put a second profile on the web, I was delighted!

She had taken a look at my website including my favourite songs of all time;

She probably thought that many of my choices were sublime!

But the genres of heavy metal and hip-hop left big gaps

So she told me that she is still into heavy metal (!!!) but hates all rap.

I was watching the TV programme Baddiel and Skinner Unplanned one evening, when either David Baddiel or Frank Skinner asked everyone in the audience to put their hand up if they had registered with Friends Reunited. About half did so. I had clicked on an advert for Friends Reunited a few years before that but had been disappointed to find that all the schools on the site were in the USA. I was so pleased to find out that there was now an equivalent UK site that I browsed it immediately after the programme. There were other people I was interested in finding out about and possibly contacting, but there was one person in particular who I went on the site to look for – Rhiannon.

I found Rhiannon’s name on the list of pupils who had left Stanwell School in 1984. At first I thought she had put herself on that list despite leaving school after resitting her O-levels (probably at the end of 1982) so that I would find her, but that is the rational place for her to register herself to be listed with other people in our year at school (and probably where she would have been put by default if she had merely specified her date of birth). When I clicked on her name, I viewed her (very brief) profile, and read that she had become a nurse in a GP surgery in Bristol and had a nine year old son called Eric who was mostly well behaved. She said that she was not married, but didn’t specify if she had a boyfriend.

I happened to be going back to Penarth to visit my mum the following weekend, and (bearing in mind that Bristol is quite near Penarth and that Rhiannon could well still have had relatives living there) I suggested that she went there too to meet up. Before sending the email, I put quite a long profile for myself on the site – which was automatically truncated due to its length, as I found out when I tried to view it later. In the email, I told Rhiannon about my personal website, because I thought she might like to know more about my life, work and politics.

Rhiannon didn’t contact me that weekend, but when I checked the site after returning home (to Manchester), her name appeared twice on the list of 1984 school leavers. She had obviously registered again, probably with a different email address. I clicked on both instances of her name, and found both the old profile and a new one that was a bit longer. As I mentioned in the above verse, Rhiannon told me about her musical tastes in the new description. She also said that Eric had become a (not particularly well-behaved) teenager.

I contacted Rhiannon again through the site, and suggested that she remove the old out-of-date profile. Soon afterwards, I checked the site again and she had actually removed the new profile (clearly indicating that it had been for my benefit), leaving the old one there.

The new profile was a big clue that Rhiannon would play an important role in my future, probably in my band and perhaps as the main other person to lead the world socialist revolution. I will mention my other failed attempts to meet up with her, between that one and my 40th birthday, later in this book. I soon realised that she wouldn’t reply to one of my messages by email and probably wouldn’t phone me either (except perhaps on a special occasion like my 40th). I’ve never been sure as to whether that was because such an act would be very unromantic after never having seen or spoken to her for over 20 years, or if it was because she wanted to discourage my interest in her because a relationship between us would not be a positive act in the struggle for socialism. Perhaps it was a combination of both reasons…

The next two verses mention my musical tastes in hip-hop and (not particularly heavy) metal:

I therefore listened much more to the Fugees,

Ms Dynamite, Eminem and the Black Eyed Peas.

I recently rapped along to the Peas’ “Where Is The Love?” on karaoke

And sung along to the bits of the song with a melody:

People crying, people dying!

Will you practice what you preach

Or will you turn the other cheek?

Rhiannon would be able to help me identify good heavy metal

But I’ve bought some great CDs already by Guns ’n’ Roses, Pat Benatar and Billy Idol:

“With a rebel yell, we want more, more, more!”

This is followed by the first chorus again, and then the verse:

I had invited Rhiannon to see me on my 40th birthday in Wales

But I was arrested and spent a night in a police station cell (not jail)!

Being a political prisoner stopped me getting there

And my mobile was confiscated so I don’t know if Rhiannon tried to ring me, and really cares!

I will talk about my periods of time as a political prisoner in several chapters of this book; for details of the 40th birthday occasion, read chapter YYY.

When I checked my mobile phone for messages late in the evening of my birthday, there were no voicemail or text messages but I discovered (using the 1471 service which provides information about the last person to ring the phone number) that somebody had tried to phone me using a mobile phone with a number that I didn’t recognise at about 6pm. I rang that number and left a nice message on the voicemail in case it was Rhiannon. Chances are she did ring, especially since I strongly urged her to do so irrespective of whether she could come to see me, wanted to be in the band or wanted a relationship with me, in a message I sent her via Friends Reunited. However, I cannot be certain one way or the other!

The next verses are as follows:

It doesn’t have to beeeeeee perfect!

But it’s got to beeeeeee worth it, yeah!

I need someone who really cares

And someone who really dares!

On Sunday we could have listened to many romantic songs

And to some of those songs we could have sung along.

Maybe she’d have kissed me! By the deep blue Penarth sea! Kissed me!

Katrina and the Waves is my favourite band of all time

So maybe we’d have gone walking on Sun Street or on sunshine!

I might have gone with her walking where the roses grooooooow!

Walking where the roses grow!

Girl with blue eyes (maybe)! Girl with blue eyes! I loved you!

I was listening to Walk on Water, Katrina & the Waves’ final album, at one point in my life while thinking about Rhiannon, and the song Girl With Blue Eyes (sung by a male member of the band, Kimberley Rew, rather than the usual singer Katrina Leskanich) came on:

Girl with blue eyes

Girl with blue eyes

You’re not the first in time

And it’s a slippery slope to climb

The chorus followed:

Whatever happiness was measured out to us across the years

After all, it far outweighed the tears

Girl with blue eyes

I love you

Then came the second verse:

And if it’s time to have a child

And if it’s time to have a child

Would I be there at the end

Would I just be one old friend

The song finished with the chorus twice more.

In some respects, it is not a particularly appropriate song for Rhiannon and me, and I would certainly need to change the lyrics drastically if it ever became a Galaxia/Red Day song. Rhiannon was the first in time, there wasn’t much happiness or tears measured out to us across the years, and suggesting having a child together would be extremely forward at such an early stage of our (lack of a) relationship. However, an even more serious flaw is that I can’t remember what colour eyes Rhiannon has got!!!

At the time I heard the song, I thought that Rhiannon must have had blue eyes because she was the most beautiful girl in the world! It was only later that I realised that this was a bit racist or fascist of me – that is the rationale of the Nazis’ ideal of the Aryan race with blond(e) hair and blue eyes! This, I feel, was another example (albeit in a small way) of me hindering the possibility of a world socialist revolution happening.

After this, I started paying more attention to what colour eyes people have. As it happens, those women who I have had the strongest feelings towards – including someone with the initials MM and a nurse called Emma, both of whom I will talk about later in the book – have tended to have brown eyes!

Chapter 6

Learning a trade

My parents bought a computer fairly soon after I started my computer studies O-level course, in the autumn of 1980 (when I was aged 14). They involved the whole family in the decision of which computer to buy.

The serious choice was between a Commodore Pet and a Sharp MZ-80K, which were roughly the same price (of the order of £500). Apple had brought out a far more expensive personal computer, which had colours and a pixel-based display, but that cost much more than my parents were willing to spend. At about the same time, Sinclair brought out its very cheap computers (the ZX-80 and ZX-81 which cost about £100) that had very little RAM (random access memory, that can be altered, unlike ROM which stands for read only memory) – 1K. [1K (one kilobyte) is 1024 bytes, where each byte consists of 8 bits (binary digits which are either 0 or 1) and can represent an integer (whole number) between 0 and 255.]

The Sharp MZ-80K had two big advantages over the Commodore Pet – it had sound and some good graphics characters. I played some games that had been written for the Pet at Cardiff University, while we were considering what computer to buy, and they had very bad graphics, including letter As moving around the screen! We therefore chose the MZ-80K.

Nowadays, I would take into account the fact that Sharp is a Japanese company whereas Commodore is an American one. I tend to avoid products (particularly electronic ones) made by US firms since that country is the main bastion of capitalism in the world. Also, Japanese workers are generally treated better than those in other countries. The motivation of most Japanese bosses may be to buy off the trade unions, but some of them are on the side of the working class in the big conspiracies in society, deliberately providing good quality products that working class people can use perhaps even to undermine their class (big business). Whatever the reason, their workers are generally more motivated to do a good job so their products are more reliable. The MZ-80K may have been manufactured in Japan itself, but most electronic products are now made in less developed countries, particularly China, due to the much cheaper labour costs (i.e. much greater exploitation of workers) in those countries. This obviously limits the advantage of buying from Japanese firms. I now tend to find products made in Taiwan to be more reliable than those made in China.

My parents economised at first by buying the minimum amount of RAM (20K), which only left 6K when the language BASIC was loaded, but they soon upgraded to the maximum (48K) when that proved insufficient.

The MZ-80K was a good computer to learn to program on. I largely taught myself BASIC at home, with the aid of the manual and computing magazines, but I also learnt it in the computer studies O-level course I was taking at school. Its character-mapped screen made it possible to write reasonably fast games entirely in BASIC, despite the fact that the language was interpreted (BASIC commands were processed on-the-fly rather than compiled into the machine code that the computer understood).

As well as BASIC, we were taught a very simple language called CESIL at school. This was a simplified assembly language (in which every command could be translated into a single machine code instruction) specially designed for teaching programming in schools. Learning CESIL helped me get reasonably good at the Z-80 assembly language used on Sharp machines. I never got good enough at the assembly language to write an entire game in it, however. Fortunately, we eventually discovered a BASIC compiler we could buy, which translated that language into machine code. I used Z-80 assembly language for simple routines that were used a lot and had to be fast, particularly graphics operations. I also used it for sound, since it was necessary to repeatedly interrupt what the processor was doing to access the sound chip, in order to avoid games pausing while sound effects were being produced.

Sean wrote computer games as well as me, learning at home at the same time, but he could only program in BASIC so I had to supply the assembly language routines he needed. 

We made an early attempt at selling games by placing an advert in a computing magazine asking people to send a stamped addressed envelope for a list of the games and their prices with a short description of each, calling ourselves “Wallis Software”. I think this was before we got the compiler, so these games used the BASIC interpreter supplied with the computer (with some perhaps also having the odd machine code routine). We only sold a few copies in total, apart from someone who ordered a lot of games and twice sent us back the cassette tape with them on saying that her computer wouldn’t load them. Our more recent games were quite good but we had included some very old simple games on the list, some of which she had ordered, and we suspected that the real reason she was sending them back was disappointment at their quality. However, we finally returned the money she had paid with an apology.

Later on, after we had written some good games using the BASIC compiler, we got a company called Kuma Computers to sell them. They paid us royalties of 30% per copy, which was much higher than most other companies paid. This was a time when most games that were sold commercially were written by individual young people (usually boys who were still at school) on computers at home, rather than being developed by teams of programmers (and people with other expertise such as in graphics) working directly for the software companies and being paid a salary. They sold (at least some of) our games overseas as well as in the UK, but we insisted that they were not sold in South Africa since we didn’t want to break the Anti-Apartheid Movement’s boycott of that country.

I got interested in other programming languages, including Forth in which commands operate on a stack. For example, the addition command takes two numbers off the stack, adds them together, and puts the result back on the stack. I got hold of a version of Forth for one of our computers (I forget which) and later did my own implementation of the language for Sharp machines. I think that it was the first compiler I ever wrote, but that it converted Forth routines into an intermediate binary form that was then interpreted instead of generating machine code (being easier to write and more economical as far as memory is concerned, with the language still running reasonably fast). I wrote one game using my Forth compiler, called Chessman, which was also sold. [It was not a chess-playing program, as the name might suggest, but it used graphics characters that when used together looked like chess pieces.]

Kuma lent us other Sharp machines – the very similar MZ-80A and the colour MZ-700 – for us to convert the games to run on them. This was a straightforward task and resulted in significantly higher sales.

However, at one point we got disillusioned with Kuma because they didn’t seem to be marketing our games very well, and noting that we hadn’t given exclusive rights to them, we set up our own company to sell the MZ-700 versions of the games ourselves. We initially thought of calling it “Rainbow Software” but found that the name had already been used so we used the name “Lightning Software” instead (appropriate because the games were fast). We only found out later that a software distribution company called Lightning Software Distributors already existed!

We put quite a lot of effort into this company, with Sean (being good at art) producing the pictures to go on the inlay cards, us all setting computers going to make copies of the games one-by-one, and Max going round shops trying to get them to sell them. He even got Harrods to agree to take them (although I’m not sure whether they actually sold them in the end). We got registered for VAT (a tax on sales) in the expectation that we would sell big quantities. [Companies with low turnover were exempt unless they claimed that they would probably achieve a high turnover the following year, but profits were higher by registering because we had to pay VAT for the tapes and inlay cards, which we could claim back when registered, and shops had to charge customers VAT.] However, MZ-700 machines weren’t popular enough for us to sell many tapes so we probably lost money overall, but we did manage to reuse some of the tapes and backs of inlay cards for music!

That venture was useful however, because Kuma found out about it (thinking at first that Lightning Software Distributors were selling them) and their boss Tim Moore came to visit us at our house in Penarth. As a result of the meeting, Kuma started supplying us with better and more popular machines – an Amstrad CPC464 and a machine that used the MSX platform (the first attempt by different companies to construct compatible computers before the era of the IBM PC compatibles now known merely as “PCs”). Amstrad is a British company (whose boss is Alan Sugar of The Apprentice fame) whereas the MSX platform was initially a Japanese initiative but later involved countries from elsewhere in the world.

Kuma lent us an Amstrad computer before they were on sale on the UK, with a slightly different look-and-feel from those that were sold here. Because it was so new and (as with other personal computers at the time) only came with a BASIC interpreter, I needed to write a compiler myself. I wrote one for a subset of BASIC, which excluded operations on strings (sequences of characters) and floating point numbers (necessary for large numbers or ones with digits after a decimal point), written in that subset. Hence, I could use the BASIC interpreter at first to run the compiler but later run the compiler on itself, so that the resulting machine code could compile other programs (and later versions of the compiler itself) quickly.

The Amstrad and MSX platforms both had processors running the same machine code, Z-80, as the Sharp machines. The Z-80 processor had one major competitor at the time – 6502. Although both were called “8-bit” processors, the Z-80 allowed three pairs of two 8-bit registers (items of memory within the processors) to be used together to represent 16-bit numbers. In contrast, the 6502 had very few registers and complex operations (in which half the address was stored in RAM) were necessary to handle 16-bit addresses. The 6502 was built for speed and computers with that processor were generally faster (when running programs directly written in its assembly language) and more popular than those using the Z-80. However, the Z-80 machine code was much more suitable for compiling into – we bought a BBC Micro that had a 6502 processor and I wrote a BASIC compiler for it which was only a few times faster than the built-in interpreter (which was actually relatively fast for BASIC interpreters) and generated longer pieces of machine code than the Z-80. As a result, we concentrated on the Z-80 platforms for writing games. I did write one game for the BBC Micro that was reasonably good, and tried at a computer show to get a different company to sell it (since Kuma didn’t sell games for the BBC) without success.

Amstrad CPC-464 and MSX emulators have now been written for modern platforms, including PCs and Macs, and I found our games for these machines (as sold by Kuma) on internet archives. Emulators and games can be downloaded free of charge; I have put details and advice for using two of the emulators on the Computer Games page of my socialist website (www.socialiststeve.me.uk).

The best selling of our games was the first I wrote on the Amstrad – Fruity Frank. As with many of our other games, I based it on one I’d already seen on a different machine, making improvements to the idea. In this case, I based it on one running on arcade machines called Dig Doug; there is also a similar game for the BBC Micro called Mr Do but I think that was written after Fruity Frank. In my game, you can push apples onto monsters or move under apples to let them drop onto the monsters. There is also a ball that you can throw at monsters, but it takes a while to come back preventing you from using it all the time. To get big scores, you need to kill the bonus monsters or push an apple onto a few different monsters on top of each other. There are other fruit (mainly cherries) that you can eat in order to progress to the next level. Beware of the vicious strawberry monster, which appears if you take too long to finish a level!

I originally intended to call that game Fruity Franco, but Max fortunately told me about the Spanish fascist dictator with that name!

The Amstrad screen was, like modern computers, based on pixels (little dots of colour), rather than characters like the Sharp machines. Therefore many more operations were required to display graphics on the screen, which slowed Fruity Frank down on high levels due to the large number of monsters moving about, despite the fact that I had written the graphics-drawing routines in Z-80 assembly language rather than BASIC. One visitor to our house utilised this flaw to get very high scores simply by eating the fruit on each level, ignoring the monsters. Modern machines are much faster, so the game shouldn’t have this flaw when emulated.

The MSX screen was a cross between a pixel-mapped and character-mapped display. It was possible to define (possibly multicoloured) characters and move them around the screen, or adjust the pixels on the screen by modifying some of the characters. I wrote some graphics tools, which we used to design the characters and build larger objects out of those characters; these objects could then be displayed very quickly using assembly language routines. The version of the MSX platform we wrote for had a big limitation – in any row of eight pixels, there could only be two different colours (apart from a small number of additional “sprites” being able to be on the screen at once). This meant that the characters in most MSX games were only one colour. Indeed, the first game I wrote on that platform, Hyperviper, in which you go round a scrolling maze eating snakes (perhaps dividing them in two), had mainly monochrome characters.

Sean was very good at art and he used this skill to define the graphics for many of our computer games, including Fruity Frank. The monsters and fruit in that game were less colourful and realistic in the MSX version of the game than on the Amstrad due to the limitation mentioned above, but he was nevertheless skilful enough to make it look very good on that platform.

There was a further feature of Fruity Frank that contributed to its addictiveness – the background music, which changed from level to level. I chose seven catchy folk tunes for that game. Folk was the genre of music that I was most into at the time, not being particularly interested in pop music until I went to university. By using tunes of traditional folk songs in our games, we avoided the potential copyright problems of more modern music.

Many years later, I got an email from somebody paying me a huge complement by saying that Fruity Frank was the best game ever written. He wanted me to send him the game’s code so that he could write a version in the language Java, but I didn’t have the code any more and, as far as I know, he didn’t get round to writing a version of the game. Fruity Frank was not even my best game; Buster Block is far better in my opinion. In terms of sheer complexity or graphics quality, modern video games are far more impressive than the games I wrote. It was just about possible to do fast 3D graphics at the time, such as in car-racing games and the excellent space adventure Elite which I often played on the BBC, but I didn’t know the techniques that were used. However, as far as playability is concerned, modern games tend to be inferior to those written in those days.

Early computer games tended to be played on keyboards. Those keyboards usually didn’t have cursor keys, so games programmers chose keys that made the games easiest to play instead of that obvious solution. I tended to find it easiest to use my left hand, and hence keys on the left-hand side of the keyboard (typically Z and X), to move a character left or right, and my right hand to move up or down. The main exception to this general rule is for space games in which the background (often including a planet’s surface) is being scrolled leftwards across the screen, such as Sean’s games Star Avenger and Galaxia, in which it is easier to use the hands the other way round. Not only were games harder to control using the joysticks available at the time, but modern game controllers (such as one I’ve connected to my laptop to use with the Amstrad and MSX emulators) are massively inferior to keyboards! Games consoles such as PlayStations and X-Boxes, on which most modern games are played nowadays, rely entirely on such controllers and I don’t think anybody’s fingers can manipulate them as quickly as is possible on keyboards! The new controllers for the Wii look interesting and possibly make controlling same games easier and more fun, but they are probably only suitable for certain kinds of games.

In Buster Block, you try to push blocks onto monsters before they come and get you or even push blocks at you. Your energy decreases when you collide with a monster or moving block, and gradually all the time so you have to be quick. I based Buster Block on two games for the BBC Micro, Pingu and Rubble Trouble. In those games, all blocks and monsters looked and behave the same and were arranged randomly, whereas I provided 16 different kinds of block (including both kinds from those two games plus others which go round corners) and six kinds of monster, and designed a maze of 400 rooms.

I arranged those rooms in 25 different levels, plus a starting level without any blocks or monsters merely used to select one of eight doorways to a new level, for four different routes through the levels each of which can be traversed in either direction.  

I implemented Buster Block on the MSX platform first. That platform’s limited graphics were less of a problem with this game since blocks are easier to make multi-coloured than other objects. I did virtually the entire graphics for it, unlike with our other games; accommodating to the limitations of MSX graphics required a different kind of skill to simply being very good at art.

I was quite surprised that I managed to implement Buster Block on the Amstrad at all, due to its smaller memory capacity. To do so, I had to shrink the screen size and use some of the memory that should have been used for it to store data.

The Amstrad version of Buster Block in particular suffered from slow-downs when there were a large number of monsters and blocks moving around (since it did not have a character-mapped screen like with the MSX). As with Fruity Frank, this is not such a problem when emulating the game on a modern PC. This makes the game harder to play and I haven’t been able to do as well when playing the game on a PC as on the Amstrad, but I have completed all the routes through the maze.

Buster Block did have a serious flaw in that some blocks were not pushable or destructible, making it possible for them to block the way to an exit. Sometimes there is another way to complete the level, but at other times this is impossible. I therefore provided a teleportation device in one room of every level, which you can use to return to the start level, and made you appear in this room whenever you lost a life (unless you’ve run out of lives of course). I made kicking a wall expensive in terms of energy, so that you don’t have to wait ages for the energy to run out if you get stuck. In practice, this problem does not occur very often, and even if it does, reappearing in the teleportation room after losing a life often allows you to progress.

I tended to prefer less violent games, and squashing monsters with blocks or apples, or eating snakes, were arguably more ethical than those where you shoot at alien spaceships, like many of Sean’s games including Star Avenger and Galaxia. However, I undermined this argument slightly by making one of the “monsters” in Buster Block look like a mini-spaceship (perhaps Sean’s idea), and by writing (and putting my name on) the MSX version of Galaxia.

I will talk about the left-wing meaning of the name “Galaxia” in Isaac Asimov’s Foundation series, which I reused for my socialist band, in chapter YYY. I strongly suspect that Sean used this name to undermine that left-wing meaning, because he was (and still is) partly an agent of big business.

I carried on writing computer games for about two more years after starting at the University of Manchester, but mainly when back in Penarth during university holidays (despite buying an Amstrad computer in Manchester).

Sean and I divided the royalties from all our games equally, irrespective of who did the most work in any particular game – this socialist approach was more beneficial for Sean since Fruity Frank and Buster Block were our best-selling computer games. For a short period of time we were getting royalties of thousands of pounds a month. These royalties helped support our parents when they had financial difficulties and helped finance me through my time at university – despite the fact that student fees had not yet been introduced, the full grant I received as an undergraduate due to my parents’ low income was not sufficient during the holidays. By the time I bought a house in Moss Side in 1988, four years after starting university, I just about had enough money for a £10,000 deposit on that house.

Towards the end of our time with Kuma, they were concentrating on business and educational software and therefore did not market our games particularly well. I found out recently, when investigating emulators for the Amstrad CPC-464 and MSX platforms, that new improved computers that were compatible or very similar to these platforms were being produced by many different companies. In newer MSX machines, the restriction on two colours per row of eight pixels was removed, so later MSX games were more colourful. If we had known this at the time, we could have made much larger amounts of money by adapting the games for these machines and finding a different software company to sell them. However, being rich would have undermined my later political activities!

 They stopped selling them altogether at about the time that new computers, compatible with the I started writing a game called Bubble Trouble, which involved a scrolling alien landscape with bubbles of varying sizes above it. However, I lost interest in writing computer games before finishing it – I felt that Buster Block was so good that any later game would be an anti-climax, and I became more interested in serious computer programs, particularly those involving artificial intelligence (AI). In the next chapter, I will write about my continued learning of computer programming at university.

Chapter 7

Continuing with my trade at university

In chapter 4, I explained that my mum had asked at Cardiff University’s computing centre where the best place to study computing was, and that she was told Manchester. I also explained that I had visited the University of Manchester on its “open day” and was impressed by the ancient machines that had been built at the university, on display in the computing centre downstairs from the Department of Computer Science.

 However, I was not aware of the full significance of those machines until many years later, when boards appeared in the city centre celebrating the city’s achievements – one of them said that the first computer was built in Manchester! I was sceptical, since I was told when I studied the history of computing in my O-level computer studies course at school that the first computer was Charles Babbage’s “analytical engine”, and as far as I can recall, the university’s role in the history of computing wasn’t mentioned at all! In reality, the analytical engine didn’t run a program (so did the same thing each time unless rewired) and didn’t even work! The first real computer, i.e. the first one successfully running a program, was developed at that university; it was called “Mark I”!

Even more recently, I received an email from somebody called Simon in Venezuela who had misread something I had written on one of my web pages due to his poor knowledge of English. I realised he could be a very important contact of mine since I hadn’t previously come across anyone from Venezuela and that country had (and still has) a very left-wing government (led by Hugo Chávez). I therefore wanted to give Simon some advice on automatic translators on the internet. My knowledge of Spanish was very limited so the best thing to do was to advise him on how to search for a translation program. I thought that “Ask Jeeves” could be the best search engine to try since it takes natural language questions, but I decided to test that program by asking it where the first computer running a program was built. I tried www.ask.com (presumably a US-based website) first, and all the answers it gave were gobbledegook! I therefore tried the UK site www.ask.co.uk; searching the whole of the internet from there yielded the same or similar rubbish, but when I searched the UK only, the second web page it gave (below similar gobbledegook) was a BBC site about an event commemorating Mark I being built at Manchester. I advised Simon therefore to search using the UK or Spanish “Ask Jeeves” site and choose a program that translated English to Spanish well. I later, mainly for the benefit of voters in Manchester who may have had difficulty reading my manifesto for the 2005 general election (which I ultimately didn’t stand in as I’ll explain in chapter YYY), constructed a web page (at www.socialiststeve.me.uk/tran.htm) giving advice on and links to automatic translation programs.

So why was there a reluctance, particularly in the USA, to reveal where the first real computer was built? Well, computer science is clearly the most important science subject, since programs are used to control many things in the modern world and artificial intelligence techniques can be used to make computers more powerful still. The forces of big business didn’t want many of the world’s best programmers to congregate in Manchester! Such a concentration of talent at one university, with many students from working class backgrounds, could have seriously threatened the capitalist system itself! Also, the US ruling class has a vested interest in pretending that their own companies (such as IBM and Micro$oft) were great innovators, rather than acknowledging that they nicked most of the techniques used in their hardware and software from elsewhere. [Admittedly, window-based operating systems, such as Microsoft Windows, did originate with an American company: Apple.]

I started a BSc (“Bachelor of Science” is the full sexist name) degree in computer science at the Victoria University of Manchester (to use its official title) in the autumn of 1984. At the time, there was an institution known as UMIST (standing for the University of Manchester Institute of Science and Technology), which for most purposes was a separate university but was known as the Faculty of Technology of my university for registration and graduation purposes. In XXX, the universities merged to become Manchester University, which is what we normally called the Victoria University of Manchester anyway! Confusing or what?

At that time, the computer science degree was a mixture of software and hardware, but you could alternatively do a software-only degree called “computing and information systems” or a hardware-only degree called “computer engineering”. I chose computer science because I quite liked the hardware concepts that I studied at school (such as AND and OR gates) and I wasn’t keen on doing a degree with “information systems” in the title, since business programming didn’t interest me (particularly due to my left-wing views). However, I couldn’t understand transistors at all when they were “explained” in the hardware course in my first year at university. At the time, I blamed a bad lecturer, but others coped so I think I had a mental block – either due to my subconscious sabotaging my efforts in that subject in order to encourage me to specialise in software, or simply because software concepts were dominating the upper levels of my mind drowning out my attempts to understand this subject.

I therefore switched my degree to computing and information systems after the first term, doing an extra maths course for the rest of the first year. Despite the title of my degree, I only did one course on information systems, studying COBOL (the language virtually all commercial programs were written in at the time) in my second year. I thought COBOL was a dreadful language – programs looked like English but were extremely longwinded and the language’s rules were ridiculously complicated. My first COBOL program, an extremely simple one of about 40 lines, generated about 20 error messages!

In the third and final year of my BSc, I had to do a project as well as attend lectures. I was most interested in artificial intelligence (AI) and my project was on travelling from one place to another, using different forms of transport, as quickly as possible. My project supervisor was initially keen for me to use Logo, a simple language used to teach programming to children, with programs usually controlling a “turtle” that moved across the screen drawing lines. It was similar to Forth, which I had written a compiler for and used, as described in chapter YYY, with operations acting on a stack. It did have some fairly advanced features, but it was not particularly suitable for AI programming, and I eventually switched to the much more suitable logic programming language Prolog. The program I wrote wasn’t really original, but doing the project gave me some knowledge of AI searches and the Prolog language, which came in handy later. I had to write a report, which I spent the first half of the 1987 Easter holiday on, before concentrating on revising for my finals (final year exams).

In my second year exams, I had received a mark of about 65%. Although this was a 2:1, those exams were only worth 20% of the marks for my final degree, which meant I needed 71% in my final year to get a “first” (first class honours) – assuming the guideline of 70% was required. I did receive a first, but when I finally got a breakdown of the marks I discovered that I only just did well enough. My overall mark was 70.8%, with exactly 70% for my final year project (worth 20% of the marks). There was one course in the final year, involving complex mathematical calculations, that was much harder than my other courses, and I worked out that I had needed over 80% in that course’s exam in order to reach 70% overall. Fortunately, we had an “open book exam” for that course (unlike all the others), allowing us to take books and examples of such calculations that we had already performed, including from previous years’ exam papers, and I got about 95% in it. 

I started my PhD (which stands for “Doctor of Philosophy” although I didn’t study that subject) in computer science the following autumn, at the same department of the same university, working with the Mushroom Group (although others in that group were doing different research). The topic of my PhD ended up being integrating object-oriented programming (OOP) with knowledge representation (the sub-field of AI concerned with representing knowledge on a computer) on a declarative basis, but I only had a vague idea of what the topic would be for the first year and a half. I had two supervisors: Trevor Hopkins (with OOP expertise) and Alan Rector (for AI help).

Declarative programming consists of specifying things that are true, typically logical or mathematical statements, which can be contrasted with imperative programming where you provide a series of instructions to be performed in the order specified.

I started off by learning the language Smalltalk – in my opinion, the best OOP language, of which the widely used C++ and Java are more modern examples. In OOP, an object typically sends a message to another object, perhaps passing it other objects as arguments of the message, that object executes a routine (called a “method” in Smalltalk) depending on the kind (“class” in Smalltalk) of object it is, which can itself send further messages before finally returning yet another object to the sender of the message. Classes are in a hierarchy, with subclasses “inheriting” methods from their superclasses. Sending a message like this is an imperative approach, and most OOP languages (including the three mentioned in this paragraph) are imperative.

My supervisor Trevor and a researcher called Mario Wolczko ran a short course teaching Smalltalk-80 programming to people from industry or at university from time to time, and I worked through the notes from that course on a Sun workstation.

I realised that the Model-View-Controller paradigm in Smalltalk, used to display objects on the screen (in views) and allowing them to be modified by the user (using controllers), was rather cumbersome and error-prone, and I devised my own mechanism called “Representations”. In my mechanism, you could set up a hierarchy of different “representations” of the same object, perhaps with “translators” between them in the hierarchy modifying the values stored in the representations in an arbitrary way. Some representations corresponded to views on the screen, perhaps with controllers to change the representations’ values in some way. Changes could also be made to abstract representations by a program. Irrespective of how the change originated, a change made to any representation was automatically propagated to other representations in the hierarchy.

I devised a system called RUN by combining my Representations mechanism with two computing techniques: unification (matching two structures assigning values to variables, used a lot in Prolog) and non-deterministic finite automata (NFAs, which are simple graphs representing routes through networks). RUN operated on semantic networks, one of the simplest forms of knowledge representation; such networks consisted of nodes typically representing objects or concepts in the world and arcs representing relationships between them. RUN could be used to perform searches, and automatically updated intermediate sets of data and search results due to changes made to the semantic network by the user.

RUN wasn’t particularly fast or complicated, and wasn’t object-oriented (apart from being implemented in such a language), so I needed the inspiration that taking six months off in the middle to work on another project gave me.

The project I worked on, being paid a salary as a Research Assistant, was developing a Computer-Based Training (CBT) authoring toolkit, which we called CAT. It was to be used for teaching fault-finding in industrial machines such as a printing press. I wrote a language that was suitable for both simulation of such machines and developing user interfaces for the fault-finders, which I called FOOD (standing for Framework of Object-Oriented Declarations). As used in the project, it was therefore CAT FOOD!

I worked with Stephanie Wilson (who liked to be called “Steph”); she developed a graphical user interface for FOOD while I worked on the language itself. It was a bit frustrating working with Steph – it was ages before she produced any software that could be used to construct FOOD structures, so I had to provide a temporary user interface in the meantime, but she did a good job in the end. We were both supervised by Trevor Hopkins and also worked with some people in industry, including Khawar Iqbal who actually used FOOD.

In FOOD, components had a number of attributes, which were defined as constants, linked to attributes of other components, or specified as arbitrarily complex formulae involving current values of other attributes and perhaps previous values of attributes. For simulation purposes, components had classes, which were in a hierarchy and defined their general properties. For user interface construction, components were based on typical examples known as prototypes, which were stored in a library. FOOD was written entirely in Smalltalk, with the formulae to determine attributes’ values compiled into Smalltalk; it was therefore reasonably but not extremely fast.

Whereas RUN wasn’t particularly object-oriented and FOOD was more to do with simulations than knowledge representation, both featured in my PhD thesis. However, the final and most relevant system I developed for my PhD, which took influences from both, was called ROOK (Representation of Object-Oriented Knowledge).

In ROOK, classes could have one or more “representations” (apologies for me using this word in yet another sense!), each of which had a set of attributes. Conversion formulae could be defined between the attributes of two different representations of the same class, so that a function defined for one representation was applicable to the other (automatically converting as required). “Multiple inheritance” was provided, so that the classes of all arguments of a function (rather than just a single object) were used to determine the formula that specified the result.

ROOK was really a set of structures and routines to manipulate them rather than a fully-fledged language. I wrote routines to query the structures, perhaps inverting formulae to find arguments of a function that yield a particular result. I wrote a compiler from ROOK structures into FOOD that generated inefficient code but that could be used in some circumstances that a compiler into C, which I also wrote and generated very efficient code, could not. [C is a fairly low-level language designed for speed, on which C++, which provides additional object-oriented facilities, was based. I don’t think C++ had been released at the time. XXX]

The research council that provided my PhD grant refused to support me after three years, despite me taking six months out, so I became employed as a Research Associate (much the same as a Research Assistant but with slightly higher pay) in a multimedia communications project called MultiComms in the autumn of 1990. I worked with Rhodri Davies (who liked to be called “Rhod”) and Ian Piumarta, and was again supervised by Trevor Hopkins. Trevor’s supervision was useful because he allowed me to spend a lot of time I should have been spending on this new project finishing off my PhD, partly because a funding council gave incentives for people to finish PhDs within four years of starting the research. I finished my PhD thesis in the early autumn of 1991, just meeting the four-year deadline.

In the MultiComms project, we developed software to facilitate communications between Smalltalk objects representing multimedia entities on different machines across the internet (in the early days of the internet when this was much less straightforward than it is now). I wrote software to do this in Smalltalk and C (but the particularly low-level C routines were written by someone else), and provided examples in Smalltalk including a videophone.

During my second year on the MultiComms project, Mario put me in touch with Scott Moss at Manchester Polytechnic, who wanted some Smalltalk programming doing for him. I did the odd day while I was still working on MultiComms, and then a few weeks in the summer when the project had finished. He was impressed with my work and, after an informal interview, offered me a job working with him – starting just when the polytechnic was renamed Manchester Metropolitan University. I’ll write about my work at that institution, developing a simulation/AI language called SDML, in chapter YYY.

Chapter 8

Life and death at university

As I stated in the last chapter, I started a degree at the Computer Science Department of the University of Manchester in the autumn of 1984. That chapter described my studying and research there; in this one, I’ll describe my experiences of life there and a terrible tragedy.

I considered getting involved in politics when I started university, joining the Labour Club and going to the odd meeting of that club. The miners’ strike (against a massive programme of pit closures by Margaret Thatcher’s Tory government) that started in XXX of that year was still going on, but I didn’t hold out much hope that they could win their struggle. At a Labour club meeting on the subject, most of the students speaking seemed more keen on promoting their particular faction than helping the miners win.

I’m including lyrics from the start of a musical poem that I wrote mainly about walks in my life, called I Walk the Earth. The full lyrics can be found from the musical poetry page of my socialist website www.socialiststeve.me.uk. The first nine lines are “borrowed” from a song called The Men Below by Latin Quarter (my favourite overtly political band of all time):

Imagine having to fight

To work two miles down from the air and the light!

And imagine having to plead

That a job that can kill you is a job that you need!

Imagine!

And who knows what we all owe

To the boys in the dust, to the men below!

And who knows what we all owe

To the boys in the dust, to the men below!

I go on to explain that, partly as a result of not being inspired politically, I got involved in charity work, taking part in a sponsored walk during rag week:

During the miners’ strike, there was a slogan: “Coal not dole!”

But I didn’t think they would win – so instead I did the Bogle Stroll!

At university I did that 55-mile sponsored walk;

With many beautiful people, I did talk.

As I walked, I listened to many songs

And to some of them I just had to sing along:

I did the walk!

I did the walk of life!

I was mainly interested in folk music when growing up, largely due to Max’s influence. However, I started getting into pop music during the first term at university, buying a radio. One of my early favourites was Foreigner’s song I Want To Know What Love Is, which spent XXX weeks at number one in the charts. I took my radio or a personal cassette player with me each time I did the Bogle Stroll, and when that song came on, the lyrics seemed really apt. It became my theme tune for the Stroll.

There was a great song by a band called Foreigner

That was very apt for me as I couldn’t have been lonelier!

I sang:
Can’t stop now

I’ve travelled so far

To change this lonely life.

I want to know what love is!

I want you to show me!

I want to feel what love is!

Why can’t you show me?

I exaggerated the problems with my love life a little by singing, “I couldn’t have been lonelier”, because I did have a few female friends at university. However, I was still rather shy around women and lacked confidence in my appearance, and I never had a girlfriend during that period of my life. 

On the first attempt, I got half way, to Chorley

Before my knee gave way – I didn’t do poorly.

The second time, I just about did 40 miles

Before my knee gave in again amongst groans and smiles.

. The Bogle Stroll was quite a good opportunity to chat to strangers, particularly towards the end when people we’ve walked with have dropped out or gone at a different pace. I particularly remember walking with and talking to a woman (whose name I can’t remember) for the end of the walk the third time I did it – we helped each other reach the end; I was amazed I finally succeeded despite problems with my knee again. Unfortunately that woman had a boyfriend!

I vowed never to do the walk again, but changed my mind as the next year approached. I did it much more easily that time, free of injuries.

The third time, I did walk 55 miles!

And the following year, I did walk 55 more!

Yes, I did walk the full 55 miles!

Before collapsing at my door! 

I had done the Bogle Stroll mainly for the challenge and I didn’t raise much money for charity. In fact, on the final occasion, I paid the minimum sponsorship amount myself. The experience helped me do a half marathon (running at a good pace most of the way but having to walk a little when I went uphill during the final mile) and a march from Liverpool to London – the People’s March Against The Poll Tax, which I’ll describe in chapter YYY.

I already knew two people who were studying computing with me before going to university, Rhod Davies and Rachel Lunnon, because I had met them when my A-level computer science class had gone to a college in Cardiff. My teacher didn’t know the subject particularly well, so she needed teaching too. I managed to pluck up the courage to talk to Rachel during freshers’ week, but didn’t know how to chat her up! She was the main target of my affections during my first two years at university.

In my first year as a student, I stayed at a hall of residence called Owens Park in Fallowfield. In the second year, I lived in a student house in Chorlton-cum-Hardy with my two best friends from Owens Park, Dave Koppe and Jon Stevens, plus a friend of one of theirs called Alan. I didn’t get on very well with Alan, and things came to a head at a party we held at that house when Alan tried to chat up Rachel – I poured a pint of my (disgusting) homebrew cider over Alan! I think it was the rift between Alan and me that caused the other three students in the house to make arrangements to stay at another house without me in the third year. This proved beneficial for me, since I managed to get a place in another hall of residence, Wright Robinson Hall on the UMIST campus in the centre of Manchester; I had a much better social life in the two years I spent there than I’d had in Chorlton.

Rachel was one of only four women studying computing in my year, apart from some Chinese (or Taiwanese or from Hong Kong) students who didn’t really mix with the Western students. [I was attracted to one of the Chinese students in particular, but I was too shy to make a move. I had a good friend from Taiwan who was also at Wright Robinson Hall, called Chieh-Li Chen, but he wasn’t studying computing.] I was actually more attracted to one of the other three Western women, Carol Thorpe, than Rachel, but Carol was so good looking I felt she was “out of my league” and I didn’t get to know her until my third year, when we worked on our computer programming projects in the same office. I didn’t get to know Carol socially however; I came up with an excuse (of somebody in my hall looking for accommodation for the following year) to invite myself to her house, but it fell through for some reason. I did speak to Carol when we graduated and got a photo of her in her graduation gown, but I was still too shy to ask her if we could stay in touch.

In the first two years at university, I had kept up my chess playing from my time in Penarth, playing the game on Wednesday afternoons (a time allocated to student union activities) and for the university’s chess teams – usually for the third team which I captained for a year having the responsibility of picking the team, but also sometimes for the second team and once for the first team. However, my style of play, particularly when playing in competitions, had become rather boring and I was having difficulty concentrating on the game. I gave up chess in my third year, apart from the odd social game usually with my best friend from Penarth Julian Beard, to learn how to play bridge.

Somebody from Manchester Bridge Club came to the university to teach students how to play. My regular partner that year, who I also “had the hots for”, was called Lisa. I phoned her up at the end of the year and visited her in Chorlton; she was friendly enough but her boyfriend was there and I didn’t see her again. I kept playing bridge, at university and various bridge clubs (Manchester, Chorlton and Stretford), sometimes playing in the Manchester league and once entering an inter-university tournament at Warwick University. I also taught various people, including students in Wright Robinson Hall, some of my cousins, Julian and the odd friend of his, how to play bridge.

Both chess and bridge have been useful training for my mind. I found bridge more interesting than chess due to the psychological aspects of the game – I think that cooperating with my partner and competing with my two opponents, working out or “reading minds” to guess what cards other players hold, was useful training for cooperation and competition in the class struggle.

Most of my male friends while I was a student had, like me, little success with women. I’m not sure why! However, there were two women in particular, during my first year at Wright Robinson Hall, who hung around with us – Angie and (a different) Lisa. That hall was next to UMIST student union and we often went to the discos there, and I danced with Lisa and Angie there quite a bit. We also played a lot of pool at the student union, and I got quite good at the game. I played a bit of snooker too, which had been my main form of recreation when living in Chorlton since we lived near a snooker club. We mixed with non-students a fair amount too, often going to our local pub, the Bull’s Head, where I got quite good at darts.

 I got into drinking cider in my first year at university. I didn’t like the taste of bitter or lager, the latter always making me puke. I also had difficulty keeping down the very strong Merrydown cider available at UMIST student union, so I tended to stick to normal strengths of cider. There’s only one occasion in my life when I drank more than five pints, and I did it in a big way, having ten (or rather nine and a bit since I dropped most of one of them) on a pub crawl on my 21st birthday. I couldn’t remember the end of the night; perhaps that was why I limited myself to five on later occasions. Four or five pints (or three when I was out of the habit of drinking) made me drunk anyway, and I didn’t see the point in taking things further. Nowadays, I call myself “teemainly” – my term for being not quite teetotal but hardly ever drinking alcohol. I have a healthy suspicion of drugs generally, legal and illegal, having experienced a fair number of them, and I usually prefer to keep my wits about me more fully than I would under the influence of alcohol.

In the autumn of 1988, after two years at Wright Robinson Hall, I bought a house in the Moss Side area of Manchester. I managed to get a mortgage of £10,000 on the basis of a PhD grant of around £3,500, and paid the remaining £10,000 deposit (nearly all of my savings left over from writing computer games). My mum had to act as a “guarantor”, guaranteeing to make my mortgage payments if I couldn’t.

I had been looking for a house near the university and was particularly looking in the Rusholme area. The house I bought was advertised at the estate agents as being in Rusholme, but I knew it was really in Moss Side due to seeing a church with “Moss Side” in its name a bit nearer Wilmslow Road – the road running through the centre of Rusholme famous for its many curry houses (it probably has the greatest concentration of curry houses anywhere in the world). I think that subconsciously I decided that Moss Side was a good place politically to live in, although I wasn’t considering doing political activity with my conscious mind at the time. Moss Side was a very run-down area of Manchester with a large black population, that had been the scene of one of the inner-city riots that occurred in the 1980s (before I moved there).

My house was an end terrace with a piece of waste ground next to it on which another house obviously used to stand. It was about 100 years old, but about three quarters of it consisted of much newer bricks obviously used to rebuild it after next door fell down.

I didn’t want to live on my own, so I invited friends of mine to stay as lodgers, paying a nominal rent to help cover bills. At first, the only lodger was Keith Guest, who had been a good friend of mine at Wright Robinson Hall. Another friend from university, Andy Stanford, stayed later, as did my then best friend Julian Beard (when he started working at a solicitors’ firm in the city centre). Keith and I eventually fell out due to a burglary – Keith wasn’t insured, despite living in an area with a high crime rate, but he blamed me because I hadn’t fully installed a burglar alarm – and I had to ask him to leave soon afterwards. In later years, after I had joined the Militant Tendency in June 1990, as I’ll describe in chapter YYY, I only invited other members of Militant (two of whom were women) to become lodgers and take advantage of the very low rent.

In the last chapter, I described taking six months out of the middle of my PhD to work on a simulation project, alongside Steph Wilson. This happened in 1989. Our supervisor Trevor Hopkins had a secretary called Marion who made no secret of the fact that she fancied me. However, despite enjoying the attention and getting on with Marion quite well, I was interested in Steph at the time.

Steph wasn’t particularly physically attractive, but I partly fancied her due to her mind. She was also very good at badminton; she beat me heavily when I finally challenged her to a game. I was a big fan of Black (originally a band but later used as a pseudonym for Colin Vearncombe, who is actually white!) and couldn’t resist buying two tickets when they/he performed in Manchester. It seemed so appropriate because Steph always wore black! However, I couldn’t pluck up the courage to invite her along and I eventually went on my own. I annoyed the ticket touts for ages by trying to sell the spare ticket at face value outside the venue, despite the fact that the gig wasn’t sold out and there wouldn’t be many people just wanting one ticket! Eventually, I sold it at a lower price to a tout (and, surprise, surprise, the seat was empty).

It seems bad to say that I didn’t fancy Marion because she had a weight problem, but I couldn’t help it. Besides, it wasn’t just her going on a diet that changed my mind, but her taking care of her appearance in other ways too. She probably started wearing makeup; some women look attractive without it, but I don’t think she did. Something that I’ve realised much more recently is that it is much easier to have genuine relationships, rather than ones based on falsehoods where people pretend to care about each other, if you take care of your appearance and there is some degree of physical attraction. There is a tendency for good looking people to have good looking friends and for their politics to rub off on each other, often leading them to become left wing (particularly if they have a working class background). Similarly, there is a tendency for ugly people to build false relationships with other ugly people and for right wing politics to rub off on each other. It is not primarily a matter of natural looks (although naturally beautiful people find it easier to build genuine relationships), but whether you take care of your appearance.

However it happened, shortly before a party organised by her sister Ursula (who was also at the Computer Science Department), I suddenly realised I fancied her. I decided that I’d make a move for her at that party. However, before I’d got round to making a move, I started feeling really ill and I puked up in the bathroom. I wasn’t feeling well and I had to go home.

Shortly afterwards, or perhaps from the date of that party, Marion had started a relationship with an ugly man who worked at the department and had been after her for a while. Perhaps as a consequence of going out with him, and perhaps influenced by an interest of hers in macabre crimes, she committed suicide a while later.

I didn’t blame myself then and I don’t blame myself looking back now. There was no way I could have known that that was going to happen, and even if I had started a relationship with her and had an inkling that she may have been contemplating suicide, it would probably have been more likely to affect me in a negative way than for me to solve her problems. It was just a terrible tragedy; I’ll describe another tragedy that affected me in a bigger way in chapter YYY.

Chapter 9

Poll tax – preparation

It is now widely believed that the poll tax was former prime minister Margaret Thatcher’s biggest mistake, and it was probably the overwhelming unpopularity of the poll tax (rather than the issue of Europe which was superficially the trigger) that was the major factor that led to her only narrowly winning the Tory leadership election of 1990 over Michael Heseltine and subsequently resigning. However, I have tended to suspect that Thatcher was playing a conspiratorial role within the Tories on behalf of the working class by overruling advisors in order to bring in such an unpopular and unaffordable tax, attacking the whole of the working class at once and producing an opportunity for a revolutionary socialist organisation, the Militant Tendency, to hit the big time by leading a struggle involving many millions of people. My current view is that she was most likely outfoxed by socialist conspirators who advised her, due to being overconfident.

Militant was then a secretive organisation that conducted many of its activities within the Labour Party. In chapter 2, I described how the Militant-led Labour council in Liverpool in the mid-1980s had inflicted Thatcher’s first major defeat, winning a large amount of badly needed extra money for that beleaguered city in the first year, but then fouled things up, sending redundancy notices to the entire workforce, due to infiltration.

The “community charge”, or the “poll tax” as it was popularly known, was used to partly pay for local services and was a replacement for the rates (which were based on the values of property and paid by landlords rather than tenants). It was a flat rate tax that was the same for a multi-millionaire as a low-paid worker, although unemployed people and students only had to pay a fifth. It was generally higher in areas with Labour councils because poor people generally use more council services (because many rich people send their kids to private schools for example), and poor people have traditionally voted Labour. Therefore, the Tory government attempted to blame Labour councils for the high levels of the tax, but most working class people correctly blamed the Tories for this massively unfair and unjust tax.

The poll tax was introduced in Scotland a year earlier than in England and Wales, at the start of April 1989, which was another (perhaps deliberate) mistake of the Tories because Scottish people are generally more radical and it was therefore possible for the mass movement to get established there before spreading to the rest of Britain. It was never introduced in Northern Ireland.

According to the book A Time to Rage, which was a history of the anti-poll tax struggle written by its Scottish leader Tommy Sheridan and the journalist Joan McAlpine, the idea of a mass non-payment campaign was first raised at a conference of Militant in Scotland in the autumn of 1987 by then Labour councillor Chic Stevenson; this proposal received unanimous approval. After months of detailed discussion in Militant’s branches, a special Scottish conference in April 1988 (again unanimously) decided to back mass non-payment. The first Anti-Poll Tax Union (APTU) was launched at a meeting in Pollok four days later, electing Tommy as secretary and deciding to build mass non-payment elsewhere – he therefore spoke at many meetings across Scotland, and later in the rest of Britain.

When the idea of a mass non-payment campaign was first mooted, other left-wing organisations were sceptical if not hostile. The leaders of the Labour Party and the trade unions were virtually unanimous in their hostility to such a mass movement, as they are generally to mass movements of working class people. Their historical role has been to hold the working class back since mass movements inevitably lead to people becoming radicalised (usually to the left but to the right when the movements are reactionary) and radical members can vote these parasites out of office. There were a few exceptions, but most Labour and trade union leaders at the time were pro-capitalist, despite many of them at times masquerading as socialists (usually in words but not deeds).

The Labour Party and trade unions were then regarded by Militant as mass workers’ organisations with capitalist leaderships – Militant called Labour a “mass workers’ party” whereas some other Marxist organisations called it a “bourgeois workers’ party” (“bourgeois” being Marxist terminology for “capitalist”). Some of those Marxist organisations such as the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) still use that term today, wrongly thinking that Labour did not fundamentally change when it transformed itself into New Labour. In contrast, Peter Taaffe, who was then the second most influential leader of Militant, behind Ted Grant, played an important role in shifting the organisation towards the position it (now called the Socialist Party) now holds of Labour being a completely bourgeois party (a position which I share).

The SWP in particular was very sceptical about the prospects of building a mass non-payment campaign against the poll tax. The SWP’s leader, the late Tony Cliff, said at a meeting in Scotland that not paying your poll tax was like getting on a bus and refusing to pay the fare! When the poll tax bills first arrived in Scotland, the SWP leadership (based in London) advised its members to pay up, but they did a u-turn when it became obvious that non-payment was a reality.

When the poll tax was starting to become an important issue in England, I lived in the Moss Side area of Manchester, very near Rusholme. Rusholme Anti-Poll Tax Union (RAPTU) was my local APTU, initially called “Rusholme Against the Poll Tex” but later named the same way as most other APTUs. I also went to a couple of anti-poll tax meetings in Moss Side but no organisation took off in that area, probably due to the lack of community spirit at the time (with big problems of gangs selling drugs and using guns). Community sprit massively improved years later, largely due to the Lashley Family Must Stay campaign against the faimily’s deportation which I played a leading role in, as I’ll describe in chapter YYY, causing gangs to move to other areas of Manchester such as Longsight, but there was a big resumption of gang shootings in Moss Side in 2006.

I went to the founding meeting of RAPTU, which was advertised as being organised by the local branch of the Labour Party. Militant had a big influence in that branch and one of the local councillors was a Militant member called John Byrne, who has more recently kept his head down in the Labour Party (voting for cuts to remain a councillor until ousted by the Liberal Democrats) as a member of the miniscule split-off group that produces the journal Socialist Appeal. John and another member of Militant spoke from the platform at that meeting. SWP members also attended and participated in the debate, and I remember getting a copy of their paper Socialist Worker rather than the Militant newspaper, because I was put off by Militant’s disaster in Liverpool that I mentioned earlier (I was a big fan of the Militant Tendency and Derek Hatton until they sent out the redundancy notices). I was also put off by the fact that Militant was then a secretive entrist organisation in the Labour Party rather than an open revolutionary organisation like the SWP. At that time, and throughout most of the anti-poll tax campaign, Militant members on the platforms of meetings called for people to join the Labour Party and change it from within, and they usually didn’t mention that they were Militant “supporters” (claiming that they were supporters of the newspaper rather than “members” of an organisation to try to avoid expulsion). Not making the so-called “open turn” earlier (i.e. becoming an open socialist organisation outside the Labour Party), preferably when suspensions and expulsions happened en masse in Liverpool, was a big mistake – I will talk about the open turns in Scotland and the rest of Britain in chapter 14.

My first activity of the anti-poll tax campaign was to build for a national demonstration, which happened to be in Manchester. The date of this march was chosen to coincide with the introduction of the poll tax in Scotland. There was another demo in Glasgow at roughly the same time. I went with some other people to the houses above some shops on Wilmslow Road in Rusholme, trying to persuade people to put up posters advertising the demonstration. These houses were chosen because they were on the route of the march, and we wanted to show marchers that they had local support. We were successful in several of the houses.

That Manchester demonstration was organised by the Trade Union Congress (TUC). The TUC leadership wanted to restrict the strategy of the anti-poll tax movement to demonstrating and waiting for a Labour government. However, many of us on the demo wanted to use it to help build mass non-payment, and many of the placards on it, as well as many marchers’ chants, called for such a strategy. This was the last demo on the issue of the poll tax called by the TUC – they obviously realised that they were helping build a movement that they could not control.

The demo ended in Platt Fields, Rusholme. I was persuaded to attend a “Militant readers’ meeting” held in a large pub room nearby. The room was packed and I just about squeezed in at the back; some people were turned away due to lack of space. One of the speakers was Michelle Lundström, a local young Militant member billed as a member of the Labour Party Young Socialists (LPYS). Militant was very strong in the LPYS, since young people are generally more radical than older people, so the Labour leadership closed down branches and eventually abolished it altogether in favour of its new docile youth organisation Young Labour, but the LPYS was still quite strong at the time of that demo. Michelle was not in RAPTU but she was in my Militant branch when I finally joined the latter organisation. I was very impressed by Michelle’s speech, particularly because it came from somebody so young and local, in contrast to the national speakers at the meeting.

However, one thing put me off joining Militant at that stage – the level of sacrifice expected from its members. This was illustrated by the financial appeal in which some of the donations were very large. I was not yet convinced enough of Militant’s ideas to make such a big sacrifice. When I did finally join over a year later, I had become convinced of the need for a large level of sacrifice and I paid quite a high level of subs, especially when I got a fairly well-paid job – for a while my subs were the highest in the Manchester/Lancashire region. I also overcame my reluctance to publicise my generosity and made some large donations, sometimes the highest, usually at public meetings or conferences. Nowadays, most socialist organisations, including those that came out of Militant such as the Socialist Party and Scottish Socialist Party, have realised that many potential new members are not prepared to make a similar level of sacrifice as the most experienced comrades, and the minimum level of subs is much lower. However, things were different with Militant in those days.

After the demo, RAPTU’s next task was to prepare for the poll tax registration forms being sent out. We encouraged people to send the forms back with a question to try to disrupt the registration process. I took part in this exercise. It was also a good way of getting ordinary people involved in taking some form of action, in advance of the much more important refusal to pay about a year later. RAPTU produced posters with the slogan “Pay No Poll Tax” in large letters on one side, and with advice and contact details on the back. These were designed to be displayed in people’s windows, to help popularise the idea of mass non-payment at this early stage. I went round all the houses in my street (Albemarle Street) in Moss Side and managed to persuade several people to put up posters in their windows. They didn’t stay up as long as I would have liked, but most people on the street would undoubtedly have remembered them being up when the bills finally came. Of course I kept a poster up in a window of my house throughout the anti-poll tax campaign.

There were threats of fines if you failed to fill in the registration forms, and there were other ways of finding out about people’s addresses if you refused. Therefore, Militant and RAPTU realised that non-registration was not going to be a viable strategy of defeating the poll tax. However, I would have continued to refuse to fill in the form, perhaps indefinitely, but my lodger at the time (Keith Guest) filled it in himself.

Chapter 10

Poll tax – the riot

One of the most significant events in British political history occurred on the 31st of March 1990. It was of course the massive anti-poll tax demonstration in London. The police often underestimate the size of demonstrations (unless they are organised by reactionary organisations like the Countryside Alliance) and much of the mass media quotes the police figures uncritically. Thus, some claim that there were only about 100,000 people on that demo. The organisers, the All-Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation, estimated 200,000 but that was probably an underestimate – some people waited about four hours at the park where the demo commenced before they were able to get moving. Some political commentators wrongly attribute the rioting that occurred on the demo as the primary reason for the poll tax’s demise. This even happened within Militant’s ranks – a leading member called Mike Waddington made the same erroneous point in an article on the centre pages of the Militant newspaper, but fortunately the letter that I wrote in response, pointing out that mass non-payment ended the poll tax, was published. Most socialists correctly oppose rioting as a strategy because it alienates many working class people who would otherwise support our cause. Obviously we understand that people generally resort to rioting due to desperation, naivety, self-defence, provocations or because there are agent provocateurs in the ranks of the demonstrators who are deliberately acting against the interests of the genuine marchers. These were probably all factors in the rioting that occurred on the 31st of March demo, but the main reason for the riot was the police starting it, as revealed in a TV documentary shown a few months later.

This huge demonstration was not the first occasion on which a poll tax riot occurred. Many demonstrations were organised outside town halls across England and Wales, and a few of them ended in violence. The primary role of the police is to protect the status quo (i.e. capitalist society) and they often provoke rioting because they realise that that it is in the interests of the ruling class (i.e. big business). The demos outside the town halls were timed to coincide with council meetings at which the level of poll tax was set. The anti-poll tax unions (APTUs) argued that the councils should refuse to set a level of poll tax, just as Liverpool City Council had refused to set a level of the rates in XXX. However, by the time the poll tax was being implemented, there were few genuine left-wingers on Labour councils and none of the councils followed the APTUs’ advice.

The mass media like to report violence and they often refuse to publish details of peaceful demonstrations, or merely mention them in small items on the inside pages of newspapers or in minor bulletins on the TV or radio news. This encourages some organisations, primarily anarchist ones, to advocate violence as a way of achieving change. One such anarchist organisation is Class War, which publishes a newspaper of the same name. They were not serious anarchists capable of leading a riot but ones who had previously established a niche for themselves in coming up with humorous headlines.

Since London is one of the most important financial centres of the world, the forces of big business had invested a considerable amount of effort in infiltrating anarchist as well as socialist organisations there. I believe that some of the most forward thinking strategists on the side of big business deliberately encouraged violent anarchist organisations to grow, so that they could be used as counterweights to activists promoting more positive forms of protest. Of course the state sometimes took action against violent anarchists, by jailing some of them for example, but this was not such a bad thing from the anarchists’ point of view since it increased their credibility.

One of the first things I noticed on the massive anti-poll tax demonstration in London was a small group of sellers of Class War, with their headline encouraging violence. I thought that that was ominous. However, the mood on the demonstration was excellent – there was a carnival atmosphere with hundreds of thousands of people of all ages and backgrounds (except the very rich probably!) celebrating the strength of the non-payment movement. There were many banners and placards urging people not to pay the poll tax. The demo was organised by the All-Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation (ABAPTF), which united anti-poll tax unions (APTUs) across Britain. There was another demo of around 50,000 in Glasgow on the same day, so at least a quarter of a million people marched against the poll tax on that day. We were celebrating the fact that an estimated one million people weren’t paying the poll tax in Scotland – a quarter of the adult population. However, the mood all changed as I approached Trafalgar Square where the demo was due to end.

I didn’t see how the violence started but I witnessed protestors throwing missiles such as bottles at the police and the police charging at demonstrators and arresting some of them. I went into a side street to bypass the violent protestors, and witnessed more violence and wanton destruction of property there. I finally got into Trafalgar Square and saw some charges by police in riot gear on horseback and counter-charges by demonstrators, with many missiles being thrown by protestors, some of which landed short and hit other protestors. I saw the South African Embassy being set alight – an obvious target since the apartheid regime was still in place. At the time, I blamed the anarchist demonstrators for wrecking what could have been a very positive demonstration. Indeed, Class War, seizing on the chance to hit the big time, claimed responsibility for starting the violence despite strong evidence that it was the police who started it.

The biggest “mistake” ever made by a member of Militant, was made by the secretary of the ABAPTF, Steve Nally, on national television when he was asked to comment on the violence that occurred during the demonstration. He quite reasonably said that the ABAPTF would hold an investigation into the violence on the demo. However, when asked whether the ABAPTF would “name names”, he said yes! In my view, he did this because he was an infiltrator into Militant from a conspiratorial organisation on the side of big business.

Militant should have expelled Nally for this, and a new election should have taken place for secretary of the ABAPTF. Instead, Militant instead conducted a fairly unsuccessful damage limitation exercise, claiming that Nally meant that the ABAPTF would name names within the movement rather than informing the police and that he had been insufficiently prepared for the interview. However, spies within the campaign would have informed the police of names, and it is hard to believe that leading members of Militant hadn’t discussed what the response should be to violence occurring at the London demo, considering that violence had already occurred on a few occasions at town halls. Indeed, the mass media had predicted violence on this demo in advance, to try to discourage peaceful protestors from coming and to encourage violent ones to come instead. Therefore, at a time when Militant should have been recruiting thousands of potential non-payers, it was acting in a very defensive manner.

I went to the Rusholme Anti-Poll Tax Union (RAPTU) meeting shortly after the demo, and went along with Militant’s damage limitation exercise. I still blamed anarchists for the violence, and realised that the violence was a distraction from the need to build mass non-payment. However, Militant members encountered a fair amount of opposition at that meeting from non-aligned members of RAPTU (as well as SWP members relishing the opportunity to attack Militant) who realised that it was out of order for a leader of the ABAPTF to say that the federation would hand names over to the police.

That incident did not put me off joining Militant – I did join about two months later – but it undoubtedly put many others off taking such a step.

Class War and violent anarchism generally virtually disappeared in Britain after that riot and a smaller one at the end of the People’s March (which I’ll describe in chapter 12), until joined by foreign anarchists for events around the 2005 G8 summit (see chapter YYY). There was a big witch-hunt against people accused of violence on those demos, carried out by the state at the behest of the tabloid press. The main reasons for Class War’s demise were probably forces of big business thinking that the organisation was getting too notorious for their liking and no longer necessary after the damage the riots had inflicted on the anti-poll tax campaign, and it being unprepared for the clampdown due to it not consisting of serious anarchists.

Anarchism is not inherently violent and I have collaborated effectively with non-violent anarchists in various campaigns. I will discuss this in chapters YYY and YYY.

Chapter 11

Poll tax – defending non-payers

The poll tax came into force in England and Wales the day after the poll tax riot in London on the 31st of March 1990, described in the last chapter. About one million people weren’t paying the poll tax in Scotland, which was roughly a quarter of the adult population. It was a great start, and stories from north of the border proved a great inspiration to those of us in the same situation down south a year later.

The first major activity of the financial year, which started on the 1st of April, was the burning (or binning for those less courageous) of the poll tax bills outside the town halls of England and Wales. Of course we leafleted the estates in advance of this, to advise people what to do when the bills finally arrived, and publicise the bill burning/binning events. Public events were very important throughout the anti-poll tax campaign, since they reassured non-payers that they weren’t alone and sometimes got media publicity. Furthermore, they were a focus around which to mobilise people, encouraging them to get involved in leafleting their local estates. The bill burnings/binnings weren’t massive events but they were a useful part of the campaign.

The “Pay No Poll Tax” posters were also invaluable at this stage of the campaign, and most anti-poll tax union (APTU) leaflets had such posters on one side. One indication of how strong the APTU was in a particular area was the proliferation of such posters in people’s windows. There were a fair number of them in Rusholme.

After the first bills had been sent out by every council in England and Wales, it was possible to get some figures of how strong non-payment was. The APTUs hoped for ten million non-payers, since this would roughly equal the quarter of the eligible population achieved in Scotland. When the official figures finally came out, they showed that about fourteen million people in the whole of Britain either hadn’t paid a penny of poll tax or were in arrears. Of course we trumpeted this figure far and wide, since it showed the massive level of defiance of the unjust tax. The official non-payment figures varied from time to time, and the mass media usually preferred to mention the lower levels of people who hadn’t paid a penny, but the highest level of official non-payment during the campaign was an incredible eighteen million – nearly half the number of people on the poll tax register. Even this was an underestimate, since a large number of people (maybe a million) had escaped the poll tax by disappearing from the poll tax register (and also the electoral register), but, since the councils had other ways of registering people, avoiding payment in this way was rather harder than simply refusing to pay the bills.

It was during this period in the history of the anti-poll tax movement that I came to the decision to join the Militant Tendency. The people who had the greatest influence in my recruitment were Michelle Lundström, Phil Frampton, Ivan Bonsell, Carol Western and Nathan Gould. Phil and Nathan are both black (though fairly pale-skinned) whereas Michelle, Ivan and Carol are white. Michelle was a young local Militant member; I mentioned her great speech after the TUC demo in Manchester in 1989 in chapter YYY. Michelle also made a very good speech at a meeting I attended in Manchester’s city centre shortly before I joined. Phil was the regional secretary of Militant; the region was known as “Manchester/Lancashire” but it was really the North West of England minus Merseyside, which was a separate region due to the historical strength of Militant in Liverpool. [The Socialist Party today is weak in both areas and they are now treated as the same region.] Phil was an excellent speaker and made some of the most inspiring speeches that I have ever heard. He ceased being regional secretary after a faction fight a few years later in which he was (probably fairly) accused of some underhand methods, which I will discuss in chapter YYY. Ivan was a maths student at Manchester University who I first met at the demonstration outside Manchester Town Hall when the level of the poll tax was set; he had not joined Militant at that stage, but instead waited until he went home to Chesterfield at Easter in order to see how strong Militant were in his home town. Ivan was sufficiently impressed in Chesterfield to join there. Ivan was not very well developed politically at the time (although he disputes this view of mine!) but the fact that he had joined encouraged me to make the same step. I have had many more political discussions with Ivan since joining Militant and he is still a Trotskyist (and a member of the Socialist Party); I regarded him as my best friend for several years. Carol was the secretary of Rusholme APTU (RAPTU) and I had a few discussions with her prior to joining Militant. I also had discussions with Carol’s partner, Danny Josephs, who was a Militant “full-timer” (full time worker on very low wages), but he failed to answer the most important questions that needed to be resolved before I joined – the person who answered those questions and finally recruited me, on the 6th of June 1990, was Nathan. In the years after I joined, I had many more discussions with Nathan; in our early discussions he suggested a Marxist book or pamphlet for me to read and we discussed the contents together after I had read it. Nathan encouraged me to think for myself, unlike the way people are encouraged to follow orders in many other supposedly socialist organisations.

I cannot remember all the questions that I was pondering when I was considering joining Militant. They partly concerned how a future socialist society would work. I also had doubts about Militant’s role in the Labour Party – why was it necessary for a revolutionary socialist organisation to use the method of “entrism” (i.e. infiltration) within a reformist party like Labour? It was explained that this was because working class people tended to look towards Labour as a party that reflects their interests before coming to revolutionary conclusions. In the past, many workers joined Labour and most of Militant’s recruits came from the Labour Party or (more often) its youth organisation, the Labour Party Young Socialists (LPYS). Since I had had illusions in Labour in the past, I was won over by these arguments, at least in part. I agreed with the viewpoint that Militant had to be part of a broader organisation that didn’t define itself as being “revolutionary” – however, due to the Labour leadership’s record in opposing the Liverpool council struggle and the miners’ strike in the mid-1980s, and their continuing opposition to non-payment of the poll tax, it was already clear that Labour was not the ideal “broader” organisation in which to operate. At the time I joined, this was already clear to most Militant members, and little activity was conducted inside the Labour Party at that stage. I took virtually no part in proceedings within that party, either before or after I joined Militant.

One of the sayings in Militant was that it was necessary “to earn the respect of the working class”. You can only do that by proving yourself in action – you should be the best fighters in all aspects of life, in order to persuade working class people that you are worthy of their respect. Militant had to earn my respect by its members proving themselves in action. They did so by their continued and resolute leadership of the anti-poll tax movement, while lesser organisations like the Socialist Workers Party (SWP) tended to flit from one campaign to another. My brother, Sean, was already a member of the SWP, but I never seriously considered joining that organisation because it had not proved itself to be serious. The SWP members in RAPTU had been reasonably consistent, but it was Militant that was playing a far more significant role in Britain as a whole. You can have all the correct ideas in the world, but if you cannot prove yourself in action then you are not a serious organisation.
If you refused to pay when the first poll tax bills arrived, you were sent one or more reminders. If you still refused to pay, the only option for the council if it wished to recover the money was to take you to court to get so-called “liability orders”. Here councils faced a dilemma: if they took a lot of people to court at once, they could run out of time to process all the non-payers which would be portrayed as a victory for anti-poll tax protestors; if, on the other hand, they took a small number of people to court, they would not appear to be serious about tackling non-payment. The councils hoped that the mere threat of legal action would persuade most non-payers to pay up, or at the very least allow the liability orders to go through without attending, whereas the APTUs encouraged non-payers to turn up to have their say in court. If enough people turned up, they could clog up the court system and make the poll tax unenforceable. The penalties for getting a liability order were fairly low in comparison to the total cost of the poll tax, so non-payers were not easily encouraged to pay up simply by being threatened with going to court – especially when news of court victories for non-payers filtered through the media. Furthermore, poll tax non-payment was a civil offence so you did not get a criminal record for refusing to pay it.

The APTUs did not merely encourage people to turn up – we provided advisers in court known as “MacKenzie’s friends”. Under an obscure part of the law, attendees in magistrates’ courts had the right to be represented by a “friend” who need not be legally trained – this ruling was presumably established when somebody called MacKenzie was taken to court. This was particularly useful since a member of an APTU could act as a MacKenzie’s friend in order to discuss everything with the attendee while the court case was going on – in order to string the case out as long as possible or occasionally to win the case.

The first attempt to take people to court for poll tax non-payment, which happened somewhere in the south of England, resulted in a massive victory for the non-payers. The MacKenzie’s friends managed to ensure that each case lasted for ages (about half an hour) and the remaining cases, including those of people who hadn’t turned up, were adjourned. This inspired non-payers elsewhere, and similar victories were achieved in other council areas. The first court cases that occurred anywhere near Manchester were at Warrington, about half way between Manchester and Liverpool. I went along on that day, and joined in a demonstration of hundreds of people outside the court. We were jubilant at the end of the day when the remaining cases were adjourned.

These early victories in the courts were high-profile events, and other councils learnt from these councils’ mistakes. Manchester is an important city, and like other such cities, court cases were delayed until after most of the other places in England and Wales. It is obviously easier to mobilise people who are due in court in large cities, so Manchester City Council delayed its court cases until a time when the poll tax was less in the news. When it finally did take people to court, it took a very small number of people to court at once (about 50 at a time) until the anti-poll tax campaign was no longer going strong (after its abolition). It was of course important that APTU members attended court, in order to advise other non-payers who turned up, both before and during the court sessions. I was a postgraduate student at the time of the poll tax, so I attended important events but did not often attend court – there were full-timers and unemployed people who could attend more regularly. It was largely them who acted as MacKenzie’s friends, and they were trained by other MacKenzie’s friends who had already been through the experience of representing someone. I never represented anyone in court, except myself when my case came up years later. When this finally happened, I achieved a minor victory using a ruling that computer evidence was inadmissible in court – which was later overruled by a more senior law-making body (probably either the High Court or the House of Lords). A few other non-payers turned up on that occasion to contest their cases, and I advised them before they went into court, but the law had been changed to forbid MacKenzie’s friends so I was unable to represent them. After achieving that adjournment, I was not informed when my case was due to be reconsidered and the liability order went through uncontested – so I missed out on the satisfaction of losing a court case! If the poll tax had still been on the statute books then I would probably have objected, but I didn’t think it worth contacting a solicitor about such a minor matter at that time.

If a liability order was granted by the courts, the council had the ability to recover the poll tax debt using bailiffs, or by taking it out of the person’s wages or benefit. Part of the struggle against the poll tax was to try to get council workers or administration workers in large companies to refuse to collect it. One of the slogans of the movement was “Don’t Pay! Don’t Collect!” The All-Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation (ABAPTF) organised a conference on this subject in Liverpool, which I attended (as a visitor rather than a delegate). However, because workers’ jobs were on the line if they refused to collect the poll tax, this part of the struggle was largely unsuccessful. Additionally, councils avoided taking the poll tax out of wages or benefits en masse, while the anti-poll tax campaign was at its height anyway, because that could have provoked a backlash, and maybe non-collection would have become an important issue if councils had acted in such a way. If you filled in a form that asked you to provide details of your employment, then they probably would have taken it out of your wages, but most people ignored such forms, just as they had generally ignored the summonses to court. Some employers, presumably including Manchester Metropolitan University, which I was working for when I got my liability order, informed councils of all their employees. I got the poll tax, plus some penalties to cover liability order and administration costs, taken out of my wages without filling in such a form.

The councils’ preferred collection method was to use bailiffs. They hoped that news of bailiffs being successfully used against some non-payers reaching the mass media would persuade other non-payers to pay up. However, the APTUs combated this by spreading news of the law – in particular informing people that you didn’t have to let the bailiffs into your home if they turned up on your doorstep. Furthermore, we provided hotline numbers to phone if you were ever threatened by the bailiffs, and set up telephone trees so that activists could be mobilised at short notice.

Scotland had proved a vital battleground between non-payers and bailiffs – or “sheriff officers” as they are known north of the border. On every occasion on which APTU activists had been informed of a sheriff officer’s visit, activists had been mobilised at the non-payer’s house or flat and the officers had been repelled. In Scotland, if the sheriff officers were allowed in and removed goods to cover the cost of the poll tax, they could conduct what was known as a “warrant sale” of the goods in the street. They were so successful that the first time a warrant sale was attempted was in 1992, in Glasgow. Tommy Sheridan, the Chair of the ABAPTF, had been banned from attending that particular demonstration by a court order known as an “interdict”. Tommy was defiant, and he attended anyway, ripping up the interdict in front of the large crowds of people and TV cameras, and the huge mass of people present prevented the warrant sale from going ahead. For this “crime”, he was given a six-month jail sentence.

Buoyed by the successes in Scotland, we looked forward to similar opportunities in England and Wales. My first such opportunity was in the town of Barry in South Wales, a few miles away from Penarth where I lived towards the end of my time in school. I was attending a summer camp in the Forest of Dean in the West Country, which is reasonably close to South Wales. Militant members organised a camp every summer, primarily for young people but also attended by older people and families. That year it was organised in the name of the LPYS, but the camp continued after the demise of the LPYS, in the name of other youth organisations in which Militant members had a controlling influence, and eventually in the name of the Socialist Party which Militant had become. Having never attended any similar activity to the one in Barry, I jumped at the chance of getting stuck in, at the end of a week of discussion, debate and partying.

Our minibus arrived in Barry at the home of the person threatened with the use of the bailiffs, where we joined local campaigners (including, incidentally, my father Max who still lives in Penarth, and who I got on reasonably well with at the time but now hate for reasons stated in chapter YYY). As the day wore on, it became clear that the bailiffs weren’t coming to us; therefore, we went to them! We found a bailiffs’ van parked outside some council offices, and some of us (but not including me) disabled it. Various techniques were used in the anti-poll tax campaign to disable bailiffs’ vans, usually letting tyres down, slashing tyres or putting superglue in the locks. I’m unsure which disabling technique was used in Barry, but it was probably of the letting tyres down variety since the van was spotted moving later in the day. We set off in pursuit, and indulged in a fairly high-speed chase, until the van was safely outside the town boundary. Vehicles were posted at every entrance to the town in case it came back, but it didn’t so the bailiffs were safely repelled for the day. All in all, an exciting day and a great morale-boosting victory!

Another method of tackling the bailiffs is to occupy their offices. If you are lucky, you can destroy their files in the process – this happened most spectacularly in a high profile incident in Glasgow; the occupiers were prosecuted under the catch-all law of “breach of the peace”. I was not involved in an occupation of a bailiffs’ office and (as far as I can recall) attempts at that in Manchester ended in failure. However, I did take part in an occupation of the office of the top council official responsible for collection of the poll tax at Manchester Town Hall. We got some media coverage and had made our point, so we left before the police arrived.

After the bailiffs have made sufficient attempts to recover the poll tax via bailiffs or arrestment of wages or benefits, the council could take the non-payer back to court for committal proceedings – i.e. to try to get him or her sent to prison. This was a very costly way to deal with non-payers, and the bill for the year was written off for someone who went to prison, so it was only used in exceptional cases to make an example of some people and frighten others into paying up. The law was and still is different in Scotland, and it is not possible there to be sent to jail for a civil debt, so the committal proceedings in England and Wales were a new stage of the campaign.

Since councils can only use committal proceedings against a fairly small number of people, they tended to use them against prominent anti-poll tax campaigners. These campaigners often became important spokespeople for the movement or used their full name on leaflets or at meetings, so it was fairly easy for councils to pick on such campaigners. Thus a high proportion of people who were jailed for non-payment (about 40) were members of Militant. This compares to a handful of people from the SWP, which wanted to use some of its members as an example to others, but was reluctant to commit too many of its resources towards fighting the poll tax. After the Iraqi regime invaded Kuwait in the summer of 1990, the SWP started to prioritise anti-war work and its anti-poll tax campaigning was put on the back burner to a large extent. In contrast, Militant’s reputation was riding on the success or failure of the anti-poll tax movement and it was vital that Militant continued to make fighting the poll tax its number one priority. However, Militant should have had more of an influence in the early days of the anti-Gulf War movement, and I attended one large anti-war demo in London in the autumn of 1990 at which the Militant presence was pitifully small. When it became clear that the Gulf War was becoming a reality, at about the start of 1991, Militant gave anti-war work a higher priority, but the damage had already been done – if you are not present in significant numbers when a movement is developing, then you are taken less seriously when it has developed.

One of the leading anti-poll tax campaigners, who was also a Militant member and went to jail for non-payment, was Andy Walsh. Andy did not attend his committal proceedings, and if he had been an ordinary non-payer Trafford Council would probably not have chased him any more. [In general, Labour councils were even more vicious than Tory ones in their enthusiasm for prosecuting non-payers, but Trafford’s council was Tory-controlled at the time.] However, since the council wanted to make an example of him, they got a warrant for his arrest, and sent him to jail. I attended a demonstration outside the prison where Andy was incarcerated for poll tax non-payment. We sung anti-poll tax songs, plus Engelbert Humperdinck’s “Please release me” (changing the words), to keep up Andy’s morale and also influence the other prisoners. Andy later became a founder of and leading spokesperson for the Independent Manchester United Supporters Association (IMUSA). IMUSA defeated the attempt of Rupert Murdoch’s Sky Sports to take over Manchester United, but couldn’t stop US businessman Malcolm Glazer’s takeover in 2005 despite Andy’s efforts (he became a leader of the Not For Sale Coalition which linked IMUSA to other groups opposed to the takeover).

At the time I joined Militant, three of its members were Labour MPs – Terry Fields in Liverpool, Dave Nellist in Coventry and Pat Wall in Bradford. Pat died shortly after I joined, but the other two remained Labour MPs until they were refused permission to stand for Labour again in the 1992 general election. Militant insisted that any of its members who got elected to Parliament became “a workers’ MP on a worker’s wage”. All three MPs lived up to that pledge, as do the Scottish Socialist Party MSPs in the Scottish Parliament today. Furthermore, Terry took his commitment to the working class a stage further – he went to jail for 60 days, in Walton Jail in Liverpool, for refusing to pay the poll tax. I attended a demonstration in Liverpool in support of Terry’s stance. I returned to Walton Jail in 2001, when some asylum seekers were on hunger strike due to their inhumane treatment. The Independent on Sunday was campaigning on this issue at the time, and I was featured prominently in a photograph on the front page of that newspaper the day after the protest.

None of these attempts to intimidate non-payers failed to stop the momentum of poll tax non-payment, and the poll tax ultimately proved uncollectable – and therefore non-payment led to the poll tax’s abolition as well as the resignation of the main person responsible for its implementation: Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. However, the poll tax may not have been defeated had it not been for another event in which I participated – the People’s March Against The Poll Tax. I will talk about that march in the next chapter.

Chapter 12

Poll tax – the People’s March

One of the most neglected aspects of the fight against the poll tax, in previous anti-poll tax histories, was the People’s March Against The Poll Tax. It is worthy of an entire chapter of this book for two reasons: it played an important role at a difficult time for the anti-poll tax struggle, and it was a very significant part of my development as an activist.

The People’s March was modelled on the hunger marches in the 1930s, particularly one from Jarrow in the North East of England to London. It took place in September and October 1990 and there were three legs: one from Liverpool, which I went on, one from Glasgow and the other from South Wales. There were a small number of people who completed each leg, 25 at most, but other activists joined us at different towns and cities on the route and all three legs congregated in London for a mass demonstration. One of the people who joined us for a short distance on the route was (the now late) Cyril Mundin, a pensioner from Northampton who was one of the first people to be threatened with jail for not paying his poll tax. Marchers on the Glasgow leg of the march had occupied the council treasurer’s offices and barricaded the reception area, shortly before we joined up with them for the rest of the march to London. In the end, the News of the World “newspaper” paid Cyril’s poll tax – otherwise he would probably have been the first person to go to jail for poll tax non-payment.

The Liverpool leg of the People’s March took just over five weeks (including a few days in London at the end of the march). I was a postgraduate student at the time but my PhD supervisors were happy enough for me to take a lot of my annual leave for two academic years at the same time.

Most of the marchers arrived the evening before the march started, but since I lived in Manchester (which is near Liverpool), I arrived on the morning of the start of the march. The People’s March got a great send off with a demo of a few thousand in Liverpool. It attracted a fair amount of attention in the local media, as happened throughout the march – an important reason for the initiative, as well as being a focus for local activists.

About half the marchers on the Liverpool leg were already members of Militant before the march started. Some of us, including myself, were recent recruits but most of the Militant members had a considerable amount of political experience. One of the other marchers was a member of the miniscule Communist Party of Britain, but the rest were non-aligned activists. Some other organisations, particularly the Socialist Workers Party (SWP), were annoyed that Militant’s leadership of the anti-poll tax federations prevented their members from going on the march; I sympathised with that point of view but the team spirit on the march was probably better than it would have been if the SWP had got its way. About three quarters of the marchers were members of Militant at the end, but many of them dropped out of activity a reasonably short period of time after completing the march so I didn’t see many of them again. Militant had a big problem of members “burning themselves out”, and hence the organisation shrank rather than grew in size, during the anti-poll tax campaign. [As I pointed out in chapter 10, if Militant member (and big business infiltrator) Steve Nally had not said on national TV that the All Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation would “name names” in an inquiry into the Trafalgar Square riot, Militant would have grown considerably during the campaign; I’m sure this would have easily made up for burn-out.]

The way in which Militant, like other socialist organisations, generally worked at the time was that differences were debated within the organisation, which then put up a united front in the campaigns in which it was involved. I was not particularly aware of this way of working, since I had only been a member for about two months, and quite early in the march I received a telling off from the most senior member of Militant on the march, the full-timer Tony McNulty, for joining in with non-aligned marchers who complained to him about how the march was organised. Presumably because I had arrived late for the march, nobody had told me that Tony was supposed to be in charge! Needless to say, the normal way in which Militant conducted its activities was suspended fairly early on in the march, in favour of marchers’ meetings, since non-aligned activists and newer members of Militant (including myself) became concerned about the lack of democracy.

The person I got on with best on the march was somebody else who joined Militant shortly before going on the march – Naomi Byron. Naomi was about 18 years old when we marched, but she developed tremendously as a socialist on the march and since. She became the main youth organiser for the Socialist Party (which Militant evolved into) for many years, including long after she was a youth clearly indicating that the party had problems developing new youthful leaders, playing an important role in organisations such as Youth Against Racism in Europe and Save Free Education; she now works in the Socialist Party’s finance department. Naomi and I also got on well with another activist called Paul, but I have not stayed in touch with him. I have met up with Naomi on numerous occasions since the People’s March (but infrequently nowadays since I have left the Socialist Party) and we still get on well. Naomi only did about half the march, stopping at her hometown of Leicester and meeting up with the other marchers again for the final demonstration in London.

There were many public meetings and local demonstrations along the route of the march, and all the marchers were encouraged to speak at these events. The first time I spoke from the platform of a meeting was actually just before the march, at a Labour club in Stockport; at that meeting I encouraged Labour Party members not to pay the poll tax and talked about the forthcoming march. I spoke at several public meetings during the march itself, and at one local demonstration. I found that I was much more confident and competent if I made notes beforehand of the points I wanted to raise, but I never wrote out my speeches in full. Unless you are a very good reader, it is difficult to appear natural when you are reading from notes. [The exception to this is when your speech is translated into other languages while you give it; you can read the next sentence (or part of a sentence) while the last one is being translated.] I became a very confident speaker by the end of the march, although the political content of the speeches was undoubtedly far from brilliant – generally confining my comments to anti-poll tax strategy and encouragement for people to join the Labour Party and change it from within. As I mentioned in the last chapter, I was not particularly keen on joining Labour (and I made minimal attempts to influence Labour from within) but this was the Militant “line” at the time. I made sure that I sold (or attempted to sell) the Militant newspaper after speaking, so that people knew of my affiliation.

I am very tall (six feet four inches) and I’m thus well suited for carrying banners. I therefore spent much of the time on the march helping carry the main banner. Because of this, I was given the nickname Stevie Banner. I still carry banners a fair amount but that nickname hasn’t been used since, except when I occasionally meet someone who was also on the People’s March (particularly Dave Griffiths who was a Militant full-timer at the time of the march).

One of the most dangerous and amusing incidents in my life occurred during the People’s March. I was the only person left in a van that was parked at a petrol station, when the van started to move forward. I was in the back of the van at the time. I hadn’t yet learned to drive, and I was not particularly aware of the different parts of a vehicle. I therefore did not know about the handbrake that somebody had forgotten to put on. Instead of reaching forward and putting it on, I managed to scramble out of the van by climbing into a front seat just before it left the petrol station! The van rolled down the road until it turned off near a roundabout. Fortunately, it did not crash into anyone or another vehicle and came safely to rest. Social events were an important aspect of the march, and a song about this incident was performed at one such event. It was very funny!

During the march we stayed in a mixture of activists’ houses, community centres and the odd Labour club. Usually, when we stayed in people’s houses, we were put with other members of Militant or non-aligned activists. However, Militant was (and the Socialist Party still is) very weak in Birmingham. I therefore stayed with a member of the SWP in that city, and during a discussion with members of that party in that city, I had my first experience of cannabis. I don’t think I tried smoking it on that occasion but I certainly enjoyed the smell! I have later sometimes tried smoking cannabis but I have never felt particularly “high” on cannabis with it seeming to be a rather unpleasant cigarette. I very rarely smoke tobacco (I have probably smoked less than one packet in my entire life) and I strongly dislike the taste and smell of cigarettes. I tried a legal drug called “herbal ecstasy” at the V2001 music festival about eleven years later, and experienced no effects whatsoever. I once sampled heroin that was left on a spoon that a homeless person that I invited to stay with me used to inject himself. It tasted foul! Experiences like this helped me improve my model of the world, but their mood-altering properties could have been a problem if I had particularly enjoyed illicit drugs.

Several of the marchers joined Militant during the five weeks, and I probably played a bit of a role in their recruitment. I also helped recruit somebody who joined Militant after an anti-poll tax meeting. The person I came closest to recruiting myself on the march was a woman who I stayed with in Milton Keynes. At the end of quite a long discussion, she said that she would probably either join the Labour Party or a tiny organisation she had met at university – Workers Power. When I enquired what she meant about joining the Labour Party, she said that if she joined Labour she would of course join Militant as well. [I found out later that Workers Power also operated within the Labour Party, a fact that she presumably had not been informed of.] However, that woman didn’t join Militant in the end, according to some Milton Keynes Militants I met at a conference some months later.

The most influential person I played a role in recruiting, during my time in Militant/the Socialist Party, was undoubtedly Paula Mitchell (who met up with us briefly when the People’s March came to Manchester but did not come with us any significant distance). I first met Paula when my then best friend Julian Beard, who knew Paula at University College London, took me round her flat. I noticed that she had some anti-poll tax stickers on a notice board on her wall, and I was curious – she told me she was in the anti-poll tax union (APTU) on the Old Moat estate in Withington. Paula first got involved in her APTU at about the time I got involved in mine, but she took even longer than me to finally join. I met her several times in the meantime, including after I’d joined Militant, and I think my encouragement was one of the factors in her eventually joining Militant. Paula is now the full-timer responsible for all the London branches of the Socialist Party and she is on the Executive Committee (the leading body) of that party. I am hoping she will launch a leadership challenge for her party and its international (the CWI) to reverse its recent sectarian role (that I will criticise in later chapters).

When you strongly collaborate with someone of the opposite sex (or the same sex if you are gay or either sex if you are bisexual), there is a tendency to become attracted to that person. The two women in Militant/the Socialist Party that I fell for the most were Paula and Nathalie Monier (who died in an “accident” that I believe was an assassination, about a week before Princess Diana, as I’ll explain in chapter YYY). I was still very shy and unconfident around women when Paula was living in Manchester and never asked her out – the closest I came to a date with her was a trip to the cinema with my friend Ivan and Paula’s friend Marie Tivnan (also in Militant). I got the feeling that Paula had similar feelings towards me as I had towards her when I met her again at a conference after she had moved to London, but I made the mistake of telling Julian and agreeing to him finding out for me if my suspicions were correct. This was a very unromantic thing to do and, even if she did have such feelings, it is unsurprising that she replied in the negative. A long-distance relationship or one of us moving would have been a bad political move in any case, so this could have been yet another instance of putting the future of the world above personal happiness.

The local press (and TV cameras in Liverpool) had been quite willing to publicise the People’s March but the national media almost entirely ignored the march until it covered the final demo in London after it had happened. There were a couple of exceptions – a consumer TV programme called Advice Shop covered a day in the life of some People’s Marchers (recorded fairly early in my leg of the march but shown after it had finished) and an article (in the magazine of the Independent) about the Glasgow leg published on the day of the final demo – Saturday the 20th of October.

We arrived in London a few days before the final demo that ended the march, and we spent some of that time speaking at meetings in London. I remember speaking from the platform of a trade union meeting and an APTU public meeting in London. We also went to the national centre of the Militant Tendency, which was then a large building in Hackney, where another meeting took place. I went to this centre several times during my involvement in the organisation but that was my first time there. It was a good opportunity to tour the centre and meet the main leaders of Militant including Ted Grant and Peter Taaffe. We were presented with souvenir posters of the People’s March; I got mine signed by other marchers on the same leg and by important figures in Militant. At the final demo, I rushed after the left-wing Labour MP Tony Benn, and got him to sign it. I had been a fan of Tony Benn when I had illusions in the Labour Party in my youth, and still had a great deal of admiration for him. In recent years, however, I feel he has played a disgraceful role in helping some socialists keep illusions in Labour. At the 2001 general election, he resigned his seat as an MP, when he could have stood as an independent or preferably as a socialist alliance candidate. 

The final mass demonstration occurred on a weekend, and was attended by about 35,000 people. This demo was well stewarded by the All-Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federation, but an unstewarded split-off march (organised by the anarchist-dominated Trafalgar Square Defendants’ Campaign) went to Brixton prison after the main demo, where some of those accused of involvement in the violence on the 31st of March riot were being held, and it resulted in violence. Needless to say, it was this violence that dominated the media coverage of the march. The 26th of October edition of the Militant newspaper revealed that a leading member of the organisation considered agent provocateurs to be involved:

Small groups like Class War and those they attract are an open door for provocateurs to enter. If the state forces wanted a group to use to incite trouble they would not have to look much further.

It was just a matter of weeks after the People’s March that Margaret Thatcher narrowly won a leadership challenge from Michael Heseltine and then resigned. Thatcher came within a whisker of gaining an outright victory over Heseltine, in which case she would probably have remained Prime Minister. Arguably if mass non-payment had dissipated over the summer and autumn, then Thatcher would not have won so narrowly and the poll tax may have survived. If it hadn’t been for the People’s March, which provided a focus for activists at many towns and cities throughout Britain, then the mass non-payment campaign could well have fizzled out.

Chapter 13

Falling in love with a fugitive

I made two visits to the United States of America in the early 1990s, to present academic papers that I co-wrote as part of my job at Manchester Metropolitan University. Both of those papers were on economic subjects and only vaguely related to my work at that university, at which I developed my language SDML (as I will describe in chapter YYY). My boss Scott Moss used to be an economist and the early versions of my language were used for economic modelling. He later moved on to using computers for retailing and business policy tasks, as a result of which the research centre I worked became known as the Centre for Policy Modelling.

On the first occasion, in January or February 1991, the conference took place at the Disneyland Hotel in California, near Los Angeles. I only visited the USA for a week that time, seeing the sights in the Los Angeles area (Universal Studios in Hollywood and Disneyland itself, at which I went all the adult rides in an afternoon – possible because of the absence of queues and quite a lot of rides being closed down, it being off-season) and then taking a flight to San Francisco. I met up with members of the Militant Tendency’s sister organisation, then called Labor Militant, in Oakland near San Francisco, staying with John Reimann (who is now a leader of a rival organisation called Labor’s Militant Voice after a faction fight later in the 1990s) and his partner. I happened to be visiting at the time of a mass demonstration (of about 30,000 people) in San Francisco against the 1991 Gulf War, and helped them intervene in that demo.

I made much more ambitious plans for my second visit to the USA, which was in 1992, to travel up the west coast of that country from San Francisco, up to Portland, Oregon, where the conference was being held, and I intended to travel through Canada and fly back from Anchorage in Alaska, all in three weeks. Those plans changed when I met a woman called Ronda Prunty, someone who had a big impact in my life, and who I now regard as my first girlfriend (although we knew each other for such a short period of time that the issue didn’t come up).

I have written the song The Fugitive, accessible at the Galaxia/Red Day website www.galaxiamusic.org, about her. It starts as follows (borrowing heavily from the Razorlight song America):

There was Waco on the TV 

Waco on the radio 

It meant a lot to you

Twice in my life

Visiting America

Once in your life

You panicked in America

Oh oh oh oh

I met you in America

Ronda told me about the fact that she was very angry about the FBI storming the building in Waco, Texas, where Branch Dividian cult members were under siege, resulting in many of them dying. Ronda had particularly strong views on this due to her being a Mormon, which I think was due to her church being part-way between a religion and a cult (although quite mainstream in the USA, particularly in Utah and its capital Salt Lake City). Ronda shouted her mouth about it in the street, and started getting weird phone calls, which she thought were from the FBI (and I believed this too). I found out later from her brother that she had spent time in a psychiatric institution (or institutions), which very briefly made me think that maybe she was imagining her harassment, but my knowledge of how the state works (due to my education in Militant) meant that I was probably the first person in Ronda’s life to take her views particularly seriously. Besides, I was present when she received at least one of those phone calls.

You wouldn’t keep your views to yourself

They said it affected your mental health

The FBI harassed you with weird phone calls

It was like a scene from Pink Floyd’s “The Wall”

In the wall, you weren’t just another brick 

You had your wits about you; you were certainly not thick 

You had a wonderful soul 

You wouldn’t submit to thought control

I didn’t know you when they said you lost your mind

They said you were crazy

I know you were not crazy

You were not crazy

Ronda was travelling up the west coast of the USA, on a Greyhound bus like myself, from her brother’s to her sister’s house. [I didn’t like travelling with them, since there had been a strike of Greyhound workers a short time beforehand, but it was the most convenient and cheapest way of travelling long distances in the USA.] We started talking at a diner, one of many cheap places where such buses stop so that passengers could get something to eat and drink. We carried on talking towards the back of the bus, which is where I found that the best conversations are had.

Born in the USA

You were born in the USA

Went up north to your sister’s house

’Cos you wouldn’t be as quiet as a mouse

You were sitting at a table at the diner where the bus stopped

I was passing in the diner when I saw you at the table

And you gave me a good smile, then you started talking to me

We continued happily chatting on the back seats of the bus

Ronda and I got off the bus where it terminated in Portland, and initially spent some time there with a Bangladeshi man who was then living in England and was also on the bus. Initially, Ronda seemed more attracted to him than me but I’m not sure whether she was playing hard to get! However, he left the two us after a brief period of time, leaving Ronda and myself on our own. I can’t remember at what point I started having particularly strong romantic feelings towards Ronda; that probably happened on the bus as I was very keen to spend time with her in Portland.

It is appropriate to use some lines from the Huey Lewis and the News song, The Power Of Love, in my song, since it was the first song I ever did on karaoke (considerably later when I was on a holiday in Barbados):

The power of love is a curious thing

Make a one man weep, make another man sing

Change your heart to a little white dove

And it finally hit me: the power of love

Ronda told me very early in our relationship that she didn’t want any physical contact with me at all, due to a bad experience with another man (or possibly bad experiences with more than one man) that she didn’t want to talk about. Even holding Ronda’s hand, never mind kissing her, was something she strongly objected to, and I respected her wishes in that respect. The Beatles song I Want To Hold Your Hand is appropriate here:

Oh yeah, I’ll tell you something

I think you’ll understand

And I’ll say that something

I wanted to hold your hand

I wanted to hold your hand

I wanted to hold your hand

But you had had

A bad experience with another man

So you wouldn’t let me

You wouldn’t let me hold your hand

You wouldn’t let me hold your hand

You wouldn’t let me hold your hand

A very intense and enjoyable time in our relationship was going to see the film The Fugitive, featuring Harrison Ford who was on the run from the state. It was particularly appropriate because Ronda was on the run from the state too; she thought that she could become free from harassment by moving to a different state where her sister lived.

I am a strong believer that, to fully get over a bad experience with a man, a woman needs to meet a good man who treats her kindly. I am strongly in favour of women’s refuges, where they can get away from violent partners, and be around women in a similar situation. However, there is a danger of blaming men generally for the problems they have faced, rather than the patriarchal capitalist society in which we live, that creates the conditions under which many bitter and twisted men inflict violence on their wives and girlfriends. The women’s rights movement has had some tremendous victories during the time that I have been involved in politics, of which a large part was played by an organisation set up by female members of Militant in the UK, called the Campaign Against Domestic Violence (CADV) after originally being the Free Sara Thornton Campaign in support of a woman convicted for murder after killing her violent partner. Women in that situation nowadays are generally convicted of manslaughter, or can successfully argue that it was self-defence. The CADV has also helped the network of women’s refuges grow considerably, and it is no longer legal for a husband to rape his wife.

An organisation also called the CADV was set up in the USA, which involved men as well as women. I think that was better because men suffer domestic violence too (although not nearly to the same extent) and because meeting good men helps women in that situation as I stated above. However, Militant in Britain had to unite with an organisation called Women’s Aid, which runs most of the refuges, and they insisted on women-only meetings (after a large one in Manchester Town Hall that I went to). Most of the women who work in their refuges are undoubtedly genuine, but the leadership of Women’s Aid was dominated by middle class feminists, and they launched an unjustified and bitter attack on Militant at a later point in the campaign.

At the time that we were together in the US, the Harrison Ford film The Fugitive was being shown in cinemas, and I naturally wanted to take Ronda to see it due to its relevance to the situation she was in. Although I generally went along with her wishes not to touch her in any way, it was such a romantic situation and I felt I needed to show my feelings towards her. Looking back, I think that gently touching her during the film (which she didn’t resist) played a large part in overcoming her distrust of men.

I took you

To see “The Fugitive”

And I tried to be very kind

I touched you gently on the hand

And I helped you get over

Your experience with another man 

The film was apt for me and you

Because you were a fugitive too

Your experience prepared me

For when I was on the run more recently 

When they said that I’d lost my mind

They said I was crazy

But I was not crazy

I was not crazy

I think that we were both prisoners political

Although you were a non-aligned radical

I will talk about my later periods of time as a political prisoner later in this book, starting in chapter YYY. I never found out the circumstances around Ronda’s incarceration in a psychiatric institution, but I believe that it was due to her political views and determination to do something about them. Not being a member of a socialist organisation made her very vulnerable to actions taken by the state against her.

Ronda’s resistance to the US state makes the Green Day song American Idiot appropriate for her, with some of the lyrics changed:

You didn’t want to be an American idiot

Didn’t want a nation under the new mania

You could hear the sound of hysteria

The subliminal mind for America

You experienced a new kind of tension

Up the west coast of the idiot nation

Everything wasn’t meant to be okay

Orwell’s dreams of tomorrow

Coming true yesterday after Waco

With the FBI, you’re not supposed to argue

We weren’t part of a redneck agenda

Not everybody swallowed the propaganda

And it’s healthy to have a dose of paranoia

The final line above is particularly important. You are not being paranoid if there really is somebody out to get you, and in Ronda’s and my case, there certainly was. It is preferable to be aware that there are such forces acting against us than to ignore such beliefs (not that we could avoid getting a bit paranoid due to our experiences).

In Portland, I offered you a place to stay

In the hotel’s swimming pool we found time to play

I said “Sleep, baby sleep, on my pillow”

The next day, to a conference I had to go

Ronda didn’t have anywhere to stay in Portland, but I was booked in to a Marriott hotel for the conference I was presenting a paper at. The room had a double bed and we both slept in that bed two nights – she slept above the covers the first night but below them on the second; I slept under them both nights. She is the only woman I have slept with in my life so far – but I didn’t touch her in any way, never mind having sex, and she told me later she would have responded very badly if I had touched her at all in bed.

We spent some time alone in the hotel swimming pool, during which she taught me to swim underwater, something that I had previously had great difficulty with – but I later swam a whole length of the swimming pool of Moss Side Leisure Centre in Manchester (half the length of an Olympic swimming pool at 25 metres) without taking a breath of air.

Ronda also took me to a radical shop, which I think sold books and pamphlets, but at which I just bought a badge. The badge was about the brutal attack by Los Angeles police, captured on camera creating a furore, on a young black man called Rodney King.

I didn’t spend much time at the conference venue, apart from when I presented the paper I co-authored, and I explained why to one of the participants – I had met someone who I had stronger feelings towards than anybody I had previously met in my life.

I felt so strongly about Ronda, despite only having known her for a couple of days, that I seriously considered emigrating to the USA to be with her. That would have been a very bad move politically, with the US being such a right-wing country with powerful forces of the state (such as the FBI) that would have made struggling for socialism there very difficult. I think that was the reason for my subconscious causing me to panic and muck things up with her.

When I returned I said “Ronda, let me in”

I wanted to be your girlfriend

I wanted to be in your dreams and visions

For me to emigrate would have been a trap

Maybe even a suicide rap

Maybe I would have never come back

Baby, you were on the run

I panicked, I was getting in too deep

I even thought that you would leap

Out of the window of the hotel

Even though I’d rescued you from your personal hell

I called hotel security

But you had simply not heard me

I broke down, saying I had fallen in love with you

It had happened so quickly but it was oh so true

Ronda had been having a bath when I returned to the hotel and she had not heard me knocking on the door. My reaction, with my conscious mind, in thinking that she had escaped out of the window (from a room that was quite high up) with my belongings was extremely irrational. Even if she had considered robbing me, which would have been completely against her very kind nature, I didn’t have anything particularly valuable with me and I was insured. When I have had such irrational thoughts with my conscious mind, as I quite often have since, I can usually come up with an explanation as to the subconscious thoughts I must have been having at the time, and I strongly believe that those thoughts about Ronda were prompted by processes in my subconscious mind recognising that a relationship with Ronda in the US (and from talking to her, I established that she didn’t want to move to the UK) would have been a very bad move.

After a very emotional conversation with Ronda in the hotel room, during which I explained how strongly I felt about her, she decided she had to leave. The Marriott was coincidentally (or perhaps arranged due to the actions of conspiratorial organisations) a Mormon business, and I found out from Ronda that Mormons believe in looking after each other. She asked an elderly couple in the lobby of the hotel whether they could put her up, and they agreed.

This was a very important lesson for me much later in my life, when I was wandering the streets of Glasgow unable to find a place to stay having been turned away by two hotels – half way through a Scottish Socialist Party conference when it would have been a very bad move to spend a night on the streets due to the danger of being picked up by the police. I spotted the Glasgow Marriott hotel and realised that they would want to look after me, especially after I explained that I had stayed at one of their hotels before.

You left me and I didn’t know what to do

I phoned your brother and kept searching for you

Until you turned up at the hotel cleaning shoes

I had allowed Ronda to make some phone calls using the phone in the hotel room, and, after she left me, I asked to see it so that I could get the phone number of her brother. He was very friendly, telling me that it would be very good for her if we had a relationship.

I tried to find her, looking around Portland, in the area around the hotel, and visiting the market and what was claimed to be the biggest second hand bookstore in the world. When you bought something, they asked you for your name and address; you could presumably lie when asked, but this data could well have been used by conspiratorial organisations on the side of big business to find out who had bought particularly radical books! I tried to buy the book Vida by Marge Piercy, a copy of which a lodger of mine called Dylan Murphy had given me, since I thought it was very appropriate for Ronda since it was about a woman who was on the run after escaping from a psychiatric institution, but I couldn’t get hold of it or any other books by the same very left-wing author.

On the final evening of the conference, I came across Ronda downstairs in the hotel, where she was working cleaning shoes for hotel residents (as she had been doing elsewhere in Portland to earn a little money to get by). It was good to see her again, but she soon travelled up to her sister’s house further up the west coast of the USA. I can’t remember if it was Ronda or her brother who told me her sister’s address and phone number, but I spoke to Ronda on a few occasions during the rest of my US visit.

I travelled up to Seattle, where I saw the sights and spoke at a Labor Militant meeting in that city (which had a branch consisting entirely of male trade unionists) on British perspectives. Ronda seemed reasonably interested in going to a musical festival with me in Seattle but eventually decided against it; I travelled across by train to the Rockies for some walking and cycling in the mountains before returning to Seattle for the festival and my journey home.

After returning to England, I received from you a nice letter

You had rejoined the Mormon church and were much better

I’ll never forget my time with you

I wish you well with whatever you have decided to do

I loved you!

I sent Ronda a letter, via her sister’s house, shortly after returning home, to which she sent me a nice reply saying that she was much happier having got involved again in her Mormon religion. It seemed that the FBI had stopped harassing her. I sent her another letter, but she didn’t reply, which I think was due to her not wanting to encourage my romantic interest in her since it was not in the interest of creating a better world.

I am sending a printout of this chapter of the book to her, with a CD containing my recording of The Fugitive, via her sister’s address. I have tried without success to locate her on the internet, and I want to let her know what I have been up to and my plans for the future. I owe her the opportunity to move to Glasgow and be in my band; I don’t think she will, but she has played a very important role in my life and want to offer her a chance to make use of her radical politics in a very positive way.

Chapter 14

Leaving Labour

In 1991, the year after I joined, there was a big discussion in the Militant Tendency about whether the organisation should take its first steps towards leaving the Labour Party. Militant, and the Revolutionary Socialist League (RSL) as it had been known before the first edition of the Militant newspaper was produced in 19XXX, had used the strategy of “entrism” within that party for about 40 years.

The entrism strategy was first proposed by Leon Trotsky in 19XXX. He advocated it as a short-term measure, in which revolutionary socialists would go in to expose Labour’s pro-capitalist leaders, quickly recruit many working class people who had joined the party and then leave – a “smash and grab” raid. He envisaged it as a measure for very small organisations, which would otherwise struggle to recruit people in ones and twos, in order to make big steps forward in terms of size and influence. He also argued that entrists should be honest about who they were and what they hoped to achieve by intervening (recruiting from and severely damaging the party).

The entrism strategy of the RSL/Militant was quite different. When the RSL initiated it, it was intended to be short term, but having taken the decision to enter Labour and achieved a certain amount of success, there wasn’t a good reason to abandon the strategy. I don’t know to what extent the RSL was honest about what they were doing, but Militant members certainly told some fibs! [Although Militant still indulged in entrism at the time I joined, I disliked these deceptions and tended to be honest.]

They said they were just supporters of the Militant newspaper rather than being in an organisation, to try to avoid being expelled.

They pretended they were in favour of reforms rather than being revolutionaries, by putting forward what they called a “transitional programme” – a set of demands, many of which couldn’t be implemented under capitalism, designed so that trying to implement them would trigger a socialist revolution. This programme was supposedly based on a pamphlet called The Transitional Programme by Trotsky, but I found that pamphlet impenetrable and some Marxists from other traditions have a different interpretation of the “transitional programme” term. Despite the fact that entrism was abandoned a long time ago, the Socialist Party (as Militant is now known) continues to include a similar set of demands in the “What we stand for” column of its newspaper The Socialist, apart from hinting that they are revolutionaries in the final paragraph: “An end to the rule of profit. For a socialist plan of production. For a socialist society and economy run to meet the needs of all whilst protecting our environment.” Organisations linked to the Socialist Party around the world by the Committee for a Workers’ International (CWI), including CWI Scotland that now operates within Solidarity and produces the monthly newspaper International Socialist, do likewise.

Militant members also said they were trying to transform Labour into a genuine socialist party, but thought that it would be necessary at some stage to lead a left-wing breakaway from the party – I actually felt that it may be possible to transform Labour and for the right-wingers to be in a minority and the breakaway party to be a right-wing pro-capitalist one, but I don’t think that this view of mine was particularly widely held within Militant. There was, however, a precedent for such a viewpoint in the right-wing split from Labour in the 1980s known as the Social Democratic Party (SDP), which formed an electoral alliance with the Liberal Party and later merged with them to become today’s Liberal Democrats (Lib Dems). Ironically, Labour has now shifted far to the right of the views held by the SDP and was, on most issues, to the right of the Lib Dems at the time of the last general election (in 2005). At that time, the Lib Dems proposed increasing the top rate of income tax to 50% for people earning over £100,000 a year, with Labour ruling out income tax rises.

There is a tendency of Marxist organisations to lag behind the commonsense views of ordinary people in their analyses of political parties, failing to recognise when parties have fundamentally changed. Political parties do sometimes change their allegiances to classes in society and relationships with each other.

A good example of this is with the two main parties in the USA. The Democrats were originally the party of the slave-owners and were to the right of the Republicans, but these parties later swapped round and the Democrats became the relatively left-wing party in that country. Marxist organisations argue that both the Republicans and Democrats are parties of big business. However, as I’ll argue in chapter YYY, the Democrats were qualitatively different at the time of the 2004 presidential election, I suspect largely due to an influx of former supporters of the Greens’ 2000 candidate Ralph Nader, having a candidate (John Kerry) who pledged to tax the rich (as Labour used to do) and close all tax loopholes (the best transitional demand Militant never had).

Militant was the first Marxist organisation in Britain to recognise that the Labour Party was fundamentally changing – from a party primarily of working class people but with a pro-capitalist leadership, which Militant called a “mass workers’ party” and other Marxist organisations called a “bourgeois workers’ party” (where “bourgeois” is another word for “capitalist”), to a party of big business. The main argument used by organisations that still refuse to accept that Labour has fundamentally changed, including the British Socialist Workers Party (SWP), is that Labour has kept links with the trade unions. Their arguments are not consistent, however – they call the US Democrats, which also has trade union links, a party of big business, and call the German SPD, which doesn’t but like Labour is the traditional party of the working class, a bourgeois workers’ party. Admittedly, trade unions are still able to wield sizeable numbers of votes at Labour Party conferences, unlike at “conventions” of the Democrats in the USA – but votes at those conferences are completely ignored by Labour leaders if they go against their wishes.

There was a subtle change in Militant before the debate on abandoning entrism took place in 1991. The phrase “Become a Militant supporter” was replaced, in the Militant newspaper for example, by “Join with Militant”. Posters were even produced that used the new phrase and the word “with” in a very small font size! Officially, however, Militant still refused to admit that it was an organisation.

Peter Taaffe, who was editor of the Militant newspaper at the time of the 1991 debate and is now Socialist Party general secretary, led the transformation of the Militant Tendency itself and its attitude to the Labour Party. He argued that Labour would not shift to the left for a few years at least, if ever, and that Militant could grow significantly in the meantime if it became an open organisation that operated outside that party. He proposed the move in Scotland first of all on a trial basis, due to Scots tending to be more left wing and Militant being stronger north of the border, and it became known as “the Scottish turn”. The Tories introducing the poll tax in Scotland a year earlier than the rest of Britain was a factor in boosting left-wing views there and increasing the reputation of Militant and its leading members, particularly Tommy Sheridan who was the chair of the Scottish and All Britain Anti-Poll Tax Federations.

The first I heard about the Scottish turn was at a meeting open to all members of Militant in the Manchester/Lancashire region, known as a “regional aggregate”, held in a Manchester pub in early 1991. Nick Wrack, who was the member of Militant’s Executive Committee (EC) responsible for my region, addressed that meeting. The EC wanted to push through the decision by getting it approved by such aggregates held across Britain at that time. However, Max Neill from Preston proposed a resolution that the decision be deferred to a national conference of Militant, arguing that it was such a big step that a full debate should be held in the organisation and that there was no obvious reason to make the decision quickly. My initial reaction to Nick’s speech was that the Scottish turn sounded a very good idea, but I agreed with Max’s arguments and voted for his resolution, which was passed (quite convincingly) by the meeting.

I remember talking to Paula Mitchell, who had also joined Militant during the anti-poll tax campaign as a result of it leading that campaign, at about that time and both of us thought that Militant wasn’t as democratic as it should be. Decisions tended to be proposed by the leadership and simply presented for approval to the membership at meetings such as that regional aggregate, or even made without asking for approval. That feeling was exacerbated by me not being told what democratic procedures existed and there not having been a national conference in the period of several months between joining and the Scottish turn debate starting. National conferences were supposed to take place annually but had often been delayed due to the pressure of events.

The fact that Max Neill was able to put forward his resolution, and that it was acted upon unlike many resolutions passed in the Labour Party, was a sign that there were democratic procedures in the Militant Tendency. However, these procedures were not used as often as they probably should have been, highlighted by the fact that no other region objected to the Scottish turn being implemented without a full debate.

Militant was a deeply hierarchical organisation. Its branches often had branch committees and were arranged in districts with district committees, which in turn were arranged in regions with regional committees. There was also a central committee (CC) then composed entirely of full-time organisers, some of whom played leading roles in the regions with others based at the national centre in London. My region had two representatives on the CC: the regional secretary Phil Frampton (who was later the subject of a faction fight due to adopting “divide-and-rule” tactics, and whom I now consider to having been an infiltrator on the side of big business) and Phil Forrester (a very genuine person who became regional secretary for a brief period after the other Phil). Militant had democratic procedures to elect the members of the various committees, but I hadn’t been to any of the meetings/conferences (all supposed to take place annually) at which such elections took place before the Scottish turn debate. The CC was elected at national conferences, but it elected the overall leadership body of the organisation – the EC, which was able to meet much more frequently than the CC due to consisting entirely of full-timers based in London.

Incidentally, requiring that all CC members were full-timers and that EC members were based in London was bound to make those leadership bodies less representative of the membership than would otherwise be the case without such restrictions. The Socialist Party’s national committee (as the central committee became known due to the latter name’s association with Stalinism) now contains many members who are not full-timers, but Paula Mitchell, who had (and I think still has) responsibility for all London branches, became the only EC member not based at the national centre shortly before I left the party.

Elections for committees always took place using the slate system whereby the outgoing committee members recommended their replacements (usually themselves with perhaps the odd alteration). Although alternative slates could be proposed and voted on, this rarely happened, largely because dissenters would have little chance of success. The rationale for slates was that it prevented elections being tests of personalities as well as ensuring that people who worked well together were elected. However, using slates tends to exclude minority viewpoints, because including people with such viewpoints requires the majority’s acquiescence. The more democratic socialist organisations today, such as the Scottish Socialist Party, avoid the use of slates.

In the introduction of this book, I presented some arguments against hierarchies, particularly when used as the form of government. I made the point that they make it easier for bureaucrats (perhaps potential dictators or infiltrators on the side of big business) to rise up such hierarchies and stay in positions of influence when they are already there, due to it generally only being people on the same committees who know who is dodgy and what they are up to. In my opinion, the very hierarchical nature of Militant made it easier for infiltrators to undermine the organisation from within, leading most significantly to the organisation sending out redundancy notices to the entire Liverpool council workforce (as described in chapter 2) and the debacle around Steve Nally saying that the Anti-Poll Tax Federation would “name names” after the riot (as described in chapter 10). It would not have been feasible even with a non-hierarchical organisation to prevent a single infiltrator who had previously seemed perfectly genuine, as Nally quite possibly did, from making a damaging comment to the media. However, Militant defending him proved disastrous. Phil Frampton similarly acted in a very genuine way before exposing himself (in my view now as a big business infiltrator although I didn’t come to that conclusion at the time) and, even after the EC had been informed of his dubious actions, it took quite a long time before they took action. [I’ll describe that faction fight in chapter YYY.]

The Manchester/Lancashire region’s decision to call for a full debate and national conference precipitated a major faction fight in which “the minority”, nominally led by the organisation’s founder and then leader Ted Grant (although arguably Alan Woods was more influential), opposed the Scottish turn that was proposed by “the majority”, led by Peter Taaffe. Some may argue that my region’s decision was a mistake due to the faction fight erupting, but I think that one would have occurred sooner or later anyway and that the organisation became more democratic as a result of the full debate that took place.

At the same time that Nick Wrack on behalf of the EC proposed launching an open organisation in Scotland, he called for the Broad Left in Liverpool (which united Militant members with other left-wing activists) to stand candidates against Labour in the forthcoming local elections. Unlike the Scottish turn, this was a decision that needed to be made in a hurry and it was not opposed by the minority at this stage. It proved a very successful move with five out of six of the candidates (who stood as the name of their ward followed by “Labour” because they were supported by the majority of members of their Labour Party branches but prevented from being the party’s candidates by its bureaucracy) getting elected. Since Liverpool is near Manchester, we went over to help in that election campaign, and it was certainly uplifting to find out how popular socialist ideas were on the doorsteps in that radical city.

Shortly after the local elections, a parliamentary by-election was held due to the death of Eric Heffer, the MP for Liverpool Walton who had supported the Militant-led Labour council in the mid-80s (and had participated in a walkout at the 19XXX Labour conference when Neil Kinnock attacked Militant). The Liverpool Broad Left decided to stand Militant member Lesley Mahmood as a “Walton Real Labour” candidate. She was supported by Heffer’s widow but had not been selected by Labour in that constituency in contrast with the local election candidates. The decision to call ourselves “Real Labour” caused a large amount of confusion among Liverpool residents and was attacked in the media because we weren’t really the Labour Party. The media also went into overdrive to blame Militant’s role when it led the council for subsequent problems in that city, and we heard such arguments a fair amount on the doorsteps. Militant mobilised its members nationally for that by-election and put a huge amount of effort into canvassing Walton constituency, so much so that we annoyed quite a lot of people by knocking on their doors a few times. Our canvass returns were very good, even suggesting that we would have a chance of winning the by-election. However, on the day, we only polled 2XXX votes. This performance led to the minority faction in Militant opposing standing candidates against Labour in England (or Wales) as well as the Scottish turn.

The debate on the Scottish turn lasted several months and culminated in a conference at which I was one of the delegates from my Militant branch (then called Gorton branch, based on parliamentary constituencies, but later called Rusholme & Longsight branch which better described the area of Manchester in which we were based). I had some sympathy with the “minority” at an early point in the debate, particularly when they were making points about the low level of democracy in the organisation, but I quickly made my mind up to support the “majority” who were supporting the Scottish turn and a more gradual shift away from Labour in England. At the conference, over 90% of the delegates supported the majority position, and Scottish Militant Labour (SML) was launched in the autumn of 1991.

Soon after the conference, the minority made moves towards establishing a separate organisation, such as cancelling or reducing their levels of subs and planning to launch a new publication, and they were (correctly in my view) expelled from Militant. They went on to launch a new organisation and journal, Socialist Appeal, which stayed in the Labour Party and still continues with its entrism strategy. I now take the viewpoint that it is useful to have some socialists plugging away in the Labour Party, and I have a strong ally in Manchester called Angela Mugan who is acting in a similar manner (though not part of an infiltrating organisation). However, there is much more to be gained from operating outside Labour, especially now when it has become so right-wing, and I am not at all tempted to get involved in that party myself.

Militant’s two MPs, Terry Fields in Liverpool and Dave Nellist in Coventry, were suspended from Labour Party membership and were therefore banned from standing for Labour in the 1992 general election. They stood as independent socialist candidates in those two cities, and Tommy Sheridan represented SML in the Glasgow Pollok constituency.

Dave Nellist came very close to retaining his seat in Coventry, gaining over 10,000 votes. He would have won if it wasn’t for the fact that many voters saw it as a two-way struggle between Labour and the Tories, both of whom narrowly beat him (by less than 1,000 votes). Dave has gone on to become a Socialist Party councillor, followed in the council by other Socialist Party members in the same ward. However, they have not built on that support by gaining seats in the rest of Coventry, which in view is largely due to their sectarian attitude to other socialists.

Terry Fields faced a much harder struggle in Liverpool, due to many blaming Militant for the city’s problems and people thinking he didn’t stand a chance after the low vote for Lesley Mahmood. I went over to help canvass for him on a number of occasions, and we were certainly able to win quite a lot of people round on the doorsteps. In the end, he polled a credible vote of just under 6,000.

Tommy Sheridan’s candidature in Glasgow Pollok was arguably the most important of Militant’s three forays into electoral politics in that general election. Unlike the other two candidates, Tommy was open about his Militant politics, and in an interview with him in a free four-page newspaper delivered to every household, he mentioned being a revolutionary socialist. This received some criticism by the overall British leadership, but was a much better move in my opinion than merely hinting at it as Militant’s candidates generally did.

What made Tommy’s candidature particularly significant was the fact that he was serving a six-month jail sentence at the time for defying a court order banning him from attending the first attempted “warrant sale” on the street of the goods of somebody who had not paid the poll tax (as I mentioned in chapter 11).

Tommy stood in the general election from his prison cell for SML and got 6,287 votes, coming second to Labour. He stood again from his cell, in the local elections for Glasgow City Council a month later. Because Tommy was seen as the main opposition to Labour and had an excellent reputation as an activist, he was elected this time, becoming the SML councillor for Glasgow Pollok (a ward with the same name as the much larger constituency). It proved to be the springboard for further excellent election results including some additional victories, and set the ball rolling for the establishment of the Scottish Socialist Alliance and later the Scottish Socialist Party for which Tommy became the first member of the Scottish Parliament. The formation, successes and setbacks of those organisations will be the subject of further chapters of this book.

The remarkable success of the Scottish turn led to a proposal for a similar move in England and Wales about a year later. Support for this proposal was virtually unanimous, although a former Kent full-timer who had moved to Manchester, called John Heddon, opposed it – so there was a further faction fight in my region of Militant. This was quite damaging for morale, and ended in John and a friend of his from Blackpool, Andy Sinclair, leaving the organisation.

The Militant Tendency in England and Wales became known as Militant Labour, and the new honesty with which we carried out our activities was a good breath of fresh air. However, the “open turn” as it was dubbed had the drawback of making Militant easier to infiltrate by conspiratorial organisations on the side of big business. We had some successes in terms of good votes in elections and good interventions in struggles, but insufficient to stop a gradual decline in membership which ultimately led to the infiltrators gaining an upper hand, by the time discussions around the formation of the Scottish Socialist Party took place. I will describe that debate and my important role in it in chapter YYY.
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