I was the Dead Donkey

by Geoff Barton

(Written for Huntington School staff magazine 1996)

In November 1994
I finished writing a GCSE revision book for Oxford University Press. Interesting, perhaps, but against a background of earthquakes, political crises, mounting tensions in Ireland, disasters, tragedies, accounts of heroism and tales of villainy, it’s not the kind of story you expect to make the Nine o’Clock News.

But it almost did. Here’s how...

January 1996: 
OUP receive from the printer in Italy two advance copies of English to GCSE ready for publication on March 14th. One section of the book looks at persuasive language and quotes Neil Kinnock’s speech of May  15 1987: 


“Why am I the first Kinnock in a thousand generations to be able to get to university? I think of the youngsters I meet. Three, four, five years out of school. Never had a job. And they say to me, ‘Do you think we’ll ever work?’



They live in a free country, but they do not feel free.



I think of the fifty-five-year-old woman I meet who is waiting to go into hospital, her whole existence clouded u pain.



She lives in a free country, but she does not feel free.



And I think of the old couple who spend months of the winter afraid to turn up the heating, who stay at home because they are afraid to go out after dark, whose lives are turned into a crisis by the need to buy a new pair of shoes.



They live in a free country - indeed, they’re of the generation that fought for a free country - but they do not feel free”.

And so it goes on - a deeply-felt, powerful, and memorable piece of rhetoric which argues the need for a compassionate society. 


In the book we set it against a speech made by women’s rights campaigner Sojourner Truth, a black slave fighting in 1852 for the rights of women. Students are asked to compare the two speeches as pieces of persuasive language, to examine the techniques each speaker uses, and to judge how effective they are.

January 31 1996:
Neil Kinnock’s office in Brussels fax a press-release to the Daily Telegraph saying that Kinnock is being used in a GCSE revision book. This is a sign that his skills as a public speaker are now being recognised.

February 1 1996
The Telegraph - ever keen to rubbish the Kinnock legacy - contact OUP for more details.


Press Officer Caroline Paling phones me and asks if I could give the paper a quotation. Ever ready with a soundbite, I agree.

6pm 
Someone from the Telegraph’s political desk rings. I say that I chose the speech because it reminds us of what good speeches ought to do - blend a powerful, emotional message with powerful expression.


I get back to wiping baby-vomit off my shoulder.

Friday 2 Feb. 
I teach all morning. We rehearse Grease for the Charity Show all lunchtime.  

1:30 
Philippa phones and says that OUP are desperate to contact me. I’m free this lesson. I talk to my editor, Helen Giltrow, who says have I seen the Telegraph? I haven’t. She faxes it through. There’s the Telegraph piece: “Kinnock speech hailed as model of English ... Welsh windbag becomes a textbook study for GCSE’. It’s inevitably dismissive of claims of Kinnock’s oratory, but at least quotes me accurately and gives a useful plug for the book.

1.45
Press Officer Caroline Palin says that the Nine O’Clock News want to use the story as the tail-piece on tonight’s bulletin. Would I give an interview? I consult the Head, who agrees that if I’m filmed in my own right and not as representing the school then it would be all right.

2.15
I talk to a researcher at the Nine O’Clock News. They have a camera crew in York which will arrive at school later in the afternoon.

2.20
I confirm all this with OUP. They send a copy of the book via courier to London, so that the cover can be photographed for TV.

2.30
Teach Upper Sixth.

4.15
Camera operator and BBC Radio York journalist arrive. They need a 20-second soundbite explaining why I used the Kinnock speech. It takes me 15 minutes to get this right. I keep responding to the question “Why did you use this speech” by saying “Because it’s a good example ...” We cut. This is no good. It has to be a self-contained quotation that begins, “I chose the Neil Kinnock speech because ...”. When I get that right, they need an establishing shot: me pretending to read a book and then walking nonchalantly out of shot. I’m self-conscious about this. I recall my dentist telling me that I’ve got third-degree jaw-jut. Now the whole nation will know it. And I’m in my red jacket. I’ll be branded a trendy lefty. We record an interview for Radio York.

4.50
Filming is complete. The video taken by courier to BBC Leeds and then electronically to London.

5.00
Home.. Phone Phil’s parents to tell them to set the video for 9.20. Friday night meal out

9.00 
News starts. Domestic politics, minor royals, low-key crime stories. It feels like a slow news day.

9.10 
Disaster strikes. “We have just received news of the death earlier this evening of Gene Kelly. A tribute will be shown at the end of this bulletin”. Bong - that’s it. I’m the dead donkey and I’m dropped. If only Gene could have held on for twenty minutes.

Saturday 3 Feb
Radio York runs half-hearted clips from the interview. It feels even more like the non-story it always was. Radio 4’s Weekending apparently has a gag about Kinnock and English textbooks.

Sunday 4 Feb
 The Independent on Sunday has an editorial - “Yes he was a real figure of speech” - warning readers not to join in the general merriment.

Tuesday 6 Feb
A handwritten letter arrives from the BBC. ‘Sorry we couldn’t run the story - a relative of Neil Kinnock’s died and he was unable to give an interview.’ I feel brief remorse for any ill-feeling against Gene Kelly, hum ‘Singing in the Rain’ as a small penance, and reflect on the fickleness of media stardom.

I have copies of the Kinnock speech and the Telegraph articles if anyone is interested. English to GCSE is available in all good bookshops, and makes the ideal gift for family and friends.

