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Campaigners
of different hues
are asking voters
in the key
marginal
constituency of
Canterbury to
look beyond
party politics
and vote
tactically in the
general election
this Thursday,
writes Michael
Clifford

C

hris Hammond has
the stall up and
ready before Canterbury High St begins
to thicken with Saturday
tourists and townsfolk.
He stacks the leaﬂets on a
shelf, pins the badges to the
front of the portable stall.
Nearby, the Salvation Army
band is already blowing
seasonal tunes into the crisp
and clear morning.
The pitch being made by
Mr Hammond and a half
dozen other canvassers is
unique in UK election history. He is actively asking
people to vote tactically.
“This is a tactical voting
stall,” he says. “We are from
all different parties here, but
what we want is a Remainer
MP and the Labour Party’s
Rosie Duffield is the person
we’re backing.”
Hammond, a 63-year-old
retired teacher, never canvassed for anything before
Brexit came along. Now he
can’t stop. He believes
passionately that the UK
should stay in the EU.
He’s travelled to London
for four of the five national
marches. His pitch to voters
today is that if they are
intent on voting ABC (Anybody But Conservative), yet
not Labour, please lend their
franchise to Ms Duffield to

The pop-up tactical voting stall in Canterbury, urging voters to back Remainer MP Rosie Dufﬁeld.
ensure that the anti-Tory,
anti-Brexit vote is not split.
“My opening gambit when
I approach people is to ask
are they aware of tactical
voting and how are they
going to vote. If they engage
I explain that anybody who
is against Brexit needs to get
behind Rosie. It’s all beyond
party politics.”
He points to one of his
fellow canvassers, a tall chap
with glasses.
“That man is or was a
member of the Conservatives. We have all parties
with us on this one.”
That man is Joe Egerton.
“I’m still a Tory, but I’m no
longer a member of the
Conservative party,” he
says. “I left for the same
reason as Ken Clarke and the
rest of them.”
This being a refusal to
travel with the party
towards the rapids of a hard
Brexit.
“I think I’d have gone
along with something sensible in terms of Brexit, but
we’ve seen Boris saying different things from what is in
the agreement.”
Joe goes on to extrapolate
on the problems for Northern Ireland in the event of a
hard Brexit.
“I possibly could have
gone along with something
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sensible, but I couldn’t support Boris Johnson,” he
says. “That’s why all the
others left the party too.”
Canterbury is a key marginal seat in this election —
there are at least 30 — which
will be crucial to the outcome nationally. The city
sits in the heart of Kent in
the south east of England.
Its fabled cathedral was
where the local archbishop
Thomas Beckett was hacked
to death by agents of King
Henry VIII. Later, Geoffrey
Chaucer scribbled down his
tales here, haunting unborn
generations of Leaving Cert
students.
Kent is a true blue bastion
of the Conservatives, but
while the region as a whole
voted to leave in the 2016
referendum, the city of
Canterbury and its few satellite villages bucked the
trend. Then in 2017, one of
the biggest shocks of that
election. The incumbent
Tory MP, Julian Brazier —
who had held the seat for
30 years — lost out to Ms
Duffield by 187 votes.
The country was stunned.
Many reasons were forwarded for this outrageous
coup. One prominent explanation was that the city hosts
three universities and it was
the students wot won it.
However, there is little doubt
but that Duffield’s Remain
stance on Brexit, compared
to Brazier’s very vocal
advocacy for Leave, fed into
the major volte-face.
This time around, Canterbury is a major target for the
Tories. They have installed
Anna Firth, a Londoner
relocated to Kent, who was a
barrister and stayed at home
to raise her children before
getting involved in politics.
Her website describes her
as “the daughter of a teacher
and engineer with a brother
who is a doctor. I believe in
working hard, aiming high
and giving back.”
The campaigns for Duffield and Firth both refused

requests to trail the candidates, explaining that, as a
key marginal, they have
been inundated with such
requests. As for the voters in
the city, you would have to
search long and hard to find
any who are thrilled to bits
about their choices in this
election.
Chris Mortimer runs his
Dog Store business on one of
the cobblestone streets
nestling in the shadow of
the cathedral. He says he
wouldn’t vote Tory to save
his life.
“But I’m not convinced
that Labour are a good alternative,” he says. “I like the
Greens, but they’re not going
to get into power, so voting
there would be a waste.
“Brexit is playing the biggest role of all in this election. A lot of people who vote
for Brexit are going to lean
towards the Tories.”
Mortimer voted to Remain
in 2016.
“Brexit is a big one for me
being a small business
owner,” he says. “A hard
Brexit will really hurt us.
Now I voted Remain, but I do
respect the result of the referendum. I would naturally
go for the Liberal Democrats,
but I don’t like the thought of
revoking Article 50 [effectively reversing the Brexit
vote]. As I say, I don’t like
Labour’s policies. So I’m
stuck.”
Mr Mortimer’s assertion
that he doesn’t want to overturn the result of the referendum was echoed by other
people in the city. An Irish
electorate, which kept voting
for European treaties until
they gave the correct
answers, might find it difficult to fathom, but many in
England consider it a matter
of honour.
The one party unequivocally pledging to overturn
the referendum is the Lib
Dems, but they’re having
problems connecting with
the electorate. In Canterbury, their original candi-

date, former Daily Telegraph
journalist Tim Walker, stood
down within days of the
election being called. He
saidhe did not want to split
the vote and let Firth in
through the gap.
“The thought of me
standing at the count beside
a vanquished Rosie [Duffield] as our common enemy
raised her hands in triumph
is what has been keeping me
awake and eventually settled
me upon this course of action,” he wrote after he quit.
“I don’t trust Corbyn on
Brexit and I never will, but I
believe very much that Rosie
will do what is in the best
interests of our country on
this most defining issue of
our times. I stand down not
for her wretched party, but
for her.”
While some in Canterbury
admired Walker for his principled stand, his own Lib
Dems were seriously put out
that he had jumped ship.
They promptly installed
another candidate, albeit one
who was, as one local said,
“bussed in from Surrey”.
Penny Stephens, who runs
a bookshop on Palace St,
voted Leave but she’s certainly not voting for the Conservatives.
“This election campaign
has been violent and it’s the
nastiest that I can ever
remember,” she says.
“That’s probably because
of the polarisation caused by
Brexit but also because of the
ineffectiveness of the current government, which
promised the Earth, but is
doing nothing.”
She can’t stand Johnson.
“I’m pro-Corbyn,” she
says. “I’m thrilled to see him
taking us in a really good
left-wing direction. I don’t
agree with Labour in terms
of Brexit, but I’m voting for
them because of more
important things.”
Richard Owen, who is also
in the shop, believes the
choices on offer “are dreadful, between a rock and a
hard place”.
“I’m a remainer,” he says.
“I would normally vote Lib
Dem, but this time I’m voting
Rosie Duffield. The Lib Dems
have brought somebody in,
but there’s no sense of a
canvass. My hope is that
the Lib Dems do badly and
Labour get in.”

Along the banks of the
river that runs through Canterbury, Roger and Joy Dean
wish it was all over.
“It’s dreadful,” Roger says.
“I normally vote Conservative, but I don’t trust Boris
Johnson and I think Labour
are going to bankrupt the
country. I voted Remain, but
I won’t vote for the Lib Dems
because they want to reverse
the referendum and that’s
anti-democratic now. I’ll
probably end up voting
Conservative.”
Joy doesn’t know what to
make of it all.
“I’m just as confused as
everybody else,” she says.
The polls are showing that
Rosie Duffield has a good
chance of holding this marginal, despite the general trend
in the direction of the Tories
taking most of these vital
seats. That’s not much consolation to Chris Hammond,
who is having trouble connecting with some voters.
Just before he packs in, he
hands a leaﬂet to another
passer-by, asking the
standard “are you going to
vote?” question.
“You must be joking,”
comes the reply.
He begins to fold away the
pop-up stand.
“It’s been a fairly depressing day because the feedback
from the people today has
been much more negative
than usual,” he says.
“A lot are just saying
they’re sick and tired of the
whole thing. If there’s a low
turnout it should suit us, but
maybe I’m looking at that too
much through my own spectacles.”
Chris will not be deterred
yet. He intends to return during the week wearing a sandwich board with slogans like
‘Danger Ahead — Think
Behind The Slogans’ to warn
of the dark spin being used
by the Johnson camp.
And with that, he shakes
hands and melts off into the
crowd, hopeful where others
are now confused, still eager
where so many are fed up of
the whole election/Brexit
saga.

In tomorrow’s Irish
Examiner, Mick Clifford
visits Lancashire — one
of Britain’s most
pro-Brexit regions.

Remainer Richard Owen says he’s ‘between a rock and a hard place’.
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UK general election

Immigration a whipping boy
for decades of underinvestment
In advance of
Thursday’s UK
general election,
Michael
Clifford gauges
the mood
in a declining
Lancashire town
where many see
a vote for the
sitting Tory as
the best chance
of delivering on
Brexit’s promise
of economic
renewal

M

ike Sutcliffe
thinks Boris is
the man for the
moment.
“He has his faults,” he admits. “But he knows the way
the country voted, and he is
not going to renege on that.
We are leaving.”
Sutcliffe is manning a
stand for veteran armed
forces personnel at the entrance to Pendle Rise Shopping Centre in the town of
Nelson, Lancashire. Nelson
has a storied history, a depressed present and a highly
uncertain future. It was a
place looking desperately for
something to latch on to
when the Brexit vote came
along in 2016.
If you want to take the temperature of British politics
today, Nelson is a good place
to start.
“I want my country’s independence back,” Sutcliffe
says.
Does he think it will improve Nelson, a post-industrial town of 30,000 with
unemployment soaring
above the national average?
“Yes I do,” he says. “I have
to believe in something. If
the dream comes true, if we

Mike Sutcliffe, left, manning the Pendle Armed Forces Support Group stand in Pendle Rise Shopping
Centre. Mike believes Brexit will give the UK freedom to trade on a world stage outside the EU.
can now have free trade with
whomever we want, then it
can only benefit us. You
don’t have to be a scientist to
work that out.”
Inside the Pendle Rise
centre, around a third of the
shopping units are closed.
The largest shuttered unit
belongs to Home Bargains,
a discount chain store with
branches throughout England.
Further in, an exhibition
of photographs takes up another darkened shopfront.
This was erected a few years
ago to celebrate the centre’s
40th birthday. It opened in
1967 to much fanfare. Comedian Ken Dodd put in a celebrity appearance in the
1970s. Home Bargains came
in the ’80s.
The place was still rocking
in the ’90s. Today, it dozes
through a trickle of late
morning pedestrian traffic.
The brands have ﬂed.
Nearly all the shops are independent retailers. Nelson
is busy waiting for something to happen.
The town, about an hour
north of Manchester, is in
the heart of Lancashire’s old
cotton mill country, four

Activist Paul Hartley believes nostalgia — and negativity about the
future — may hold communities back from addressing decline.

miles from the bigger town of
Burnley. It sits at the foot of
Pendle Hill overlooking an
old canal dug to transport
cotton south. The canal is no
longer in use for commercial
use and the train service is
poor. The motorway ends at
Nelson, effectively rendering
it a cul de sac.
An alien dropped into the
town centre might have difficulty identifying where in
the world they had landed.
The 2011 census reported
that 41% of residents are of
Asian origin — mostly Pakistanis who originally came
to work the cotton mills in
the 1950s.
The majority of the Asian
community come from a
traditional area of Punjab
and they brought their traditions with them.
You are as likely to encounter men and women
wearing the traditional shalwar kameez Asian dress as
you are those attired in western clothes. At least half of
all the shops in the town
centre are Asian, including
two small centres or bazaars
displaying colourful saris
and hijabs.
Only the youngest Asians,
teens hanging out on the
street, have embraced the
western teenage uniform of
tight jeans and sneakers. But
those are, for the most part,
the fourth generation of
Asians in Nelson.
The Conservatives have
held the seat for parliament
here since 2010, and anything other than a Tory victory in the general election
would be a major surprise.
The Pendle borough, of
which Nelson is one of the
main towns, voted 63% in
favour of Brexit. Nobody is
pretending that immigration
didn’t play a huge part of
that vote. There is little sign
of tension between the white
and Asian communities, but

neither is there integration.
With the old manufacturing base gone east through
globalisation, and with it
some economic buoyancy,
it’s easy to see why communities might point the finger
of blame at each other.
Nelson has had a long history of some extreme attitudes to its newer arrivals.
The old, intolerant British
National Party had a presence here, and its last councillor to hold office in Britain, Brian Parker, represented Nelson. Then along
came Brexit and suddenly
levels of intolerance took a
turn for the worse.
Paul Hartley noticed a
change in the immediate
aftermath of the Brexit vote.
He runs In-Situ, an organisation dedicated to embedding art and culture into
people’s everyday lives.
“The strongest response
was early on after the vote,”
he says. “There was definitely a change in the atmosphere. I talked to a group of
[Asian] mums we do a lot of
work with and they told how
they were treated differently. They had stories of
being in the supermarket
and the attitude towards
them was as if people were
saying: ‘Now you have to
leave.’ And these women
were born and bred here.”
Hartley set up In-Situ in
2012 with two other artists. It
was originally located in the
disused old stone mill next to
the canal in the town’s suburb of Brierfield. One focus
of In-Situ is to improve relations between communities. In this regard, the mill
held some significance.
“There is a need to find a
space where people can come
and ask difficult questions
about each other and find
out about each other,” says
Hartley. “When the mill was
in operation, it was a place

where people mingled on a
day-to-day basis. Now that it
is gone, you’re back to small
gatherings. The opportunities to mingle on a casual
basis are gone.”
Brexit did provide an outlet for those who want to apportion blame at ‘the other’,
but Hartley sees Brexit as a
distraction.
“There is a sense of apathy
about it now,” he says.
“There are a lot of more dayto-day things that people are
more worried about. Among
young people there is a complete lack of aspiration, or
the other extreme of a strong
aspiration to get out as
quickly as possible. We’re
trying to make quality opportunities for people to
come back.”
He says that it’s easy to
wallow in the nostalgia of
what the town was like when
there was plenty of work. He
is far more interested in the
future.
“It definitely feels like
there’s a bigger division in
the north-south divide in
this country, with a lot of
public funds going to areas
like London — but sometimes I think we have an attitude here. We need to be positive. At a local level there is
always an expectation that
somebody else is going to
solve thing. We do need to
think more collectively how
to solve some of the problems.”
Arresting decline and
building community cohesion is no easy task.
As is often the case, people
who are not at the frontline
in tackling the complexity of
these issues often reach for
the simple answers.
Patrick and Marie Driscoll
live locally and are convinced Brexit could provide
a large helping of salvation.
“I think British people
have got something in them
that they could create, but
are being held back from
being that creative nation,”
says Marie. “With Brexit we
have a chance to do something again.”
She believes immigration
is a good thing if people come
to fill specific jobs.
“Too many now don’t have
jobs to come to and then they
send for their families,” says
Marie, who is of Irish heritage. “People who come here
and pay taxes and contribute

are all right. But when they
bring the rest of the family
often they don’t even speak
English. Some of them integrate, they wear our clothes
and speak well but other
don’t really.”
The notion that immigrants are milking the system is one to which Mohammed Iqbal takes exception. Iqbal is the Labour
party leader on the Pendle
Borough Council. An affable
chap with a broad Lancashire accent, he is the son of
immigrants from Pakistan,
and wears traditional dress
in his workplace.
“I think the immigration
thing isn’t that much of an
issue,” he says.
“People realise the value
of having workers here, but
the media have played their
part in saying that immigrants milk the system. The
immigrants I know are damn
hard workers.”
In this town, where the
Asian community is so
prominent, he sees another
group of immigrants as
being the focus of misinformed anger.
“We have had a large inﬂux of Eastern Europeans
into this country,” says
Iqbal. “When Brexit happened I had people of Asian
heritage in this town who
said they were voting out because the Poles were taking
their jobs. It’s the same as it
was with the way Asians
were regarded before. It’s a
constant vicious circle.”
The Labour candidate
considers Brexit as a convenient distraction for the
Tories to keep the focus away
from the divide between
what he considers the neglected north and the prosperous south.
“If the Tories win this election, I’d be very pessimistic
for this area,” he says. “The
austerity and cuts of the last
10 years demonstrated that
we’re being hit hardest compared to when Labour were
in power before that.
“If the Tories get back in
you might as well just turn
the lights off.”
World: 9
■ In tomorrow’s Irish
Examiner: Michael Clifford
visits London and hears
about race, identity, and
immigration issues.

Labour’s Mohammed Iqbal says Eastern Europeans suffer similar
prejudice to that suffered by generations of Pakistanis.
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contains the
numbers 1-9
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‘Theystillthinkit’stheempire,but
this is a multiracial society now’
There are big
issues that
demand
attention at this
election. But
one topic rules
the roost, says
Michael
Clifford

T

he hustings turned
nasty in an instant.
It was written on
the face of Helen
Cross, the Liberal Democrat
candidate. She was quite obviously hurt after somebody
in the audience had guffawed when she described
herself as a “mixed race”
woman. She and the other
candidates at the gathering
in a west London hotel had
been addressing the question
that divides England right
now: Are you a Leaver or
a Remainer?
The question was the
fourth put to the party candidates sitting behind a long
table at the top of the room in
the Clayton Chiswick Hotel.
All of the questions up to that
point at this general election
hustings were concerned
with Brexit.
Ms Cross was explaining
that she is a Remainer. She
referenced the murder of MP
Jo Cox in the run-up to the
2016 referendum and suggested that the Brexit issue is
freighted with racism. That
elicited an angry reaction
from two people in the audience.
A middle-aged white man
at the rear of the room
shouted up something. Ms
Cross didn’t respond but
kept talking, referencing her
own mixed-race heritage.
Like so many people in a
multicultural society it is
unclear from her light skin
tone what exactly her background is.
The reference to racism
prompted a young black
man, one of the few people in
the room dressed in a suit, to
get out of his seat.
“So you’re saying it’s fascism, that Brexit is fascism,”
he shouted up. It was quite
obvious that he and the other
audience member were

Debate moderator Alan Rides, Seena Shah (Conservative), Helen Cross (Lib Dems), Ruth Cadbury (Labour), and Daniel Goldsmith (Greens).
Leavers disgusted at what
they saw as a smear on their
positions.
The vignette highlighted
the emotional divide in
England right now.
An appropriate slogan for
this election would be, “it’s
not the economy, stupid”.
Instead this is about identity
and culture, immigration,
and regional disparity, all
packaged under the label
Brexit. There are many, far
more pressing issues facing
the electorate on a day-today basis, but it’s as if Brexit
must be dealt with first.
The hustings provided a
microcosm of the national
picture. In the first instance,
the fault lines between
Leavers and Remainers are
not easily definable. The
average Brexiteer is often
portrayed as white, middleaged or older, poorly educated, and more likely to be
living in a disadvantaged
enclave of England.
Chiswick is smack bang in
the middle of the second
most prosperous area of Britain, yet Remain won the 2016
vote here by just 51% to 49%.
The Conservative candidate in the constituency,
Seena Shah, is a young
woman barely out of her
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The Green Party candidate Daniel Goldsmith addressing the
hustings in Chiswick Hotel.

twenties and of Asian heritage. She was a lone voice in
favour of Brexit at the hustings, opposed by the sitting
MP, Labour’s Ruth Cadbury,
Ms Cross, and the Green
Party candidate, Daniel
Goldsmoth. The room was
told that the Brexit Party
candidate couldn’t make it.
As it is in Chiswick, so it
goes nationally. The Tories
want to get Brexit done. The
Brexit Party is stepping back
into the shadows to let the
Tories get Brexit done.
Labour, the Lib Dems, and
the Greens want to get Brexit
undone. A complicating element to the election is that
the two aspiring prime ministers are either distrusted
or disliked on an unprecedented scale.
More than half of the twohour debate in the Chiswick
Hotel was taken up with the
B business. There were a few
local questions, about sewage and plans for Heathrow
Airport.
One question concerned
the NHS.
“You’ll like this one,
Ruth,” moderator Alan
Rides said to Ms Cadbury, a
reference to Labour’s attempts to focus the election
on the health service.
But there was no getting
away from Brexit. Afterwards, Ms Cadbury told the
Irish Examiner one of the
reasons for the emotional divide in the country is that
people were told lies at the
referendum.
“Many of us are international and outward-facing
and understand that facts
about remaining in the EU,”
she said.
“Unfortunately, too many
people believed the lies told
which were [appealing to]
emotion and not fact-based
at all.”
She denied that Labour
leader Jeremy Corbyn’s pol-

icy of advocating a second
referendum, but not declaring how he would vote, is
presenting the electorate
with a muddy picture.
“People don’t live and
breathe politics but now
realise the impact on the
NHS, friends in the EU, food
standards, and they are beginning to realise that the EU
is a big deal in a way they
weren’t aware of in 2016. A
lot of people are now actually
saying: ‘I do want to vote
again. I may vote to leave
again but at least I’ll know
the facts.’ ”

E

arlier that day, in
another part of
London, at another
gathering, Denis
Fitzgerald provided his version of the facts about Brexit.
He was attending bingo at
the South London Irish Club
in Wimbledon.
“It’s like going back to the
old days, isn’t it,” said Denis,
whose parents were from
Kerry and Donegal.
“They think we still have
an empire and rule the
waves. Little Englanders
who think Johnny Foreigner
lives on the other side of the
channel, but they’ve got to
realise that this is a multiracial society we live in
now.”
About 40 of these Irish and
London Irish pensioners
come here every Thursday.
The club is located in a low,
squat building on a residential road of red brick houses,
sitting next to Wimbledon
Spiritual Church. Those who
gather for the bingo have
been in London for practically all of their working
lives but cling fiercely to
their identity.
Kathleen McPhillips is a
retired teacher from Monaghan. She has been here since
she was 16. She sees immigration as a big part of the

whole thing, but doesn’t
consider that the Irish are
regarded as immigrants in
the same way as those from
other countries.
“The Irish have established themselves to an extent that we have integrated
here,” she says.
“You’ll always get a minority who might look at you
and say ‘you’re an immigrant’ but I think overall we
are more appreciated. The
Brexit push is definitely
anti-immigrant but more directed towards ‘coloured’
people — Africans and Indians — because they stand
out from the crowd.
“How many are contributing? We don’t know the
exact figure. And a lot are
coming in illegally. It’s illegal immigration that is
killing the country. That’s
where the problems start.
It’s putting legal workers out
of business.”
Despite such opinions, she
won’t be voting for Boris
Johnson.
“I don’t trust any of them,”
says Kathleen. “So I’m going
to vote Green this time.”
For Teresa Taylor, London
was a refuge from her native
country. She arrived here
after a childhood spent in

institutions in Dublin.
“I didn’t have a good time
of it with the horrible nuns,”
she says.
“I don’t talk about it here,
nobody would want to talk
about it. It wasn’t very nice
at all and then they sent me
up to Donegal to be fostered
and then to be fostered again.
I love Ireland but it wasn’t
very nice.”
Teresa’s retired now, having worked as a cleaner in
London. She is grateful for
what her adopted country
has given her.
“Whatever happens with
Brexit, my position won’t
change,” she says.
“I’ll still have my old age
pension and I won’t get any
more or any less. I’d like this
country to be with the EU,
they’ve supported us a lot
but I suppose people in the
election are voting for the
man and not the policies.”
Johnson, she feels, is not
as unpopular as Corbyn.
Rory Godson offers a different perspective from the
Irish in London.
A former journalist, he
runs his own communications business in the city of
London and is the chairman
of the British branch of the
Ireland Fund, set up to help
worthy causes in the old
country. He sees the big
issue as the exact shape that
Brexit will take.
“Britain was never fully in
the EU,” he says.
“The question in the past
was how far in [to the EU] it
would go. The question now
is how far out it will go.”
Rory doesn’t agree with
the forecasts that suggest a
downturn is on the way after
the election and Brexit is
sorted.
“There will be a boost to
economic activity in the
short-term,” he predicts.
“There is a lot of pent-up
decisions to be made. If Boris
goes ahead and has a less
regulated marketplace,
you’ll have a lot of inward
investment.”
It won’t be all wine and
roses, however, he says,
pointing out that those
who were most in favour of
leaving the EU might come
to regret the decision.
“The people who voted for
it will unfortunately suffer
the most and the metropolitan elite who opposed it will
be fine,” he says.
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Some of the 40 or so Irish and London-Irish pensioners who attend
weekly bingo at the South London Irish Club in Wimbledon.

