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It is an all too familiar scene. Long
queues of people and vehicles waiting to

cross a border, paperwork all in a flutter
and stony-faced customs officials rum-
maging through belongings and peering
into the backs of lorries. A question on
many minds is whether technology can do
away with such perturbations. And the an-
swer is yes. New systems are making it eas-
ier to cross borders on land, at ports and in
air terminals. Within a few years it should
be possible, at least in theory, for a border
to become invisible. People and goods
would flow through without stopping,
leaving all the formalities to take place
electronically and out of sight.

This might appear the ideal answer to
the seemingly intractable problem of the
nature of the border between Britain and
Ireland when Britain leaves the European
Union. Neither side wants the return of a
“hard” border of physical infrastructure,
with its associated security and customs
checks. But retaining an open border
would impose legal constraints on Brit-
ain’s freedom to change its laws in ways
that diverge from the eu’s. To many on the

British side, this would be tantamount to
keeping Britain in the eu.

If technology could make the border in-
visible on the ground, leaving legal checks
to be done elsewhere, that might satisfy
most parties. Yet as promising as the tech-
nology to do this is, in practice the cost of
fully deploying the kit required for an open
border is likely to be expensive, and the ac-
companying level of electronic surveil-
lance too high for many to stomach, espe-
cially in Ireland.

Paperwork be damned
Despite these concerns, a number of bor-
ders around the world are being moder-
nised with new technology, in order to be-
come more open. The starting-point is
taking the “paper” out of the paperwork.

Documentation involved in shipping
goods from one country to another is going
virtual. Electronic customs declarations
are being made easier to submit, allowing
the pre-clearance of shipments and the on-
line payment of tariffs. 

Switzerland, for one, aims to digitise its
border procedures with the eu fully by
2026. A SFr400m ($400m) programme
known as DaziT will provide a central on-
line portal for all customs services. This
will, for instance, let travellers use smart-
phones and tablets to declare foreign pur-
chases on which duties may be owed. 

The security of such systems is likely to
be protected by blockchain, the technology
that underpins cryptocurrencies like Bit-
coin. A blockchain records transactions on
a decentralised register in a way that is dif-
ficult to tamper with. Last May Singapore
introduced electronic certificates of origin,
based on blockchain, for goods travelling
into and out of the country. The system, de-
veloped by vCargo Cloud, a local firm, al-
lows a mobile-phone app to be used to scan
a qr code, a fancy type of matrix bar code,
attached to the goods in question. The app
will reveal the certificate.

Singapore’s busy port, along with ports
in Hong Kong, Rotterdam, Philadelphia
and other places, have started to use a
blockchain-enabled process called Trade-
Lens. This is the result of a collaboration
between Maersk, a big Danish shipping
firm, and ibm, an American computer firm.
TradeLens provides access to a range of
electronic data tracking shipping contain-
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ers and their contents for importers,
freight forwarders, port operators and cus-
toms authorities. 

One of the advantages of using block-
chain is that it readily reveals if things have
been tampered with. Every time a code or a
sensor attached to goods is scanned, that
event is logged in the blockchain and
tagged with other data, such as the location
of the goods. But no system is foolproof, so
authorities will want to ensure that what-
ever crosses their borders is what the data
purport it to be. Hence some sort of facility
for physical checks will still be needed. 

That is largely the case at one of the
most technologically advanced land bor-
ders: that between Sweden, an eu member,
and Norway, which is part of the eu’s single
market but not a member of the eu’s cus-
toms union. The 1,600km border is largely
open for travellers, although automatic
number-plate recognition (anpr) cameras
are used to monitor passing vehicles, and
officials will pull over any suspicious ones.
Electronic pre-arrival customs declara-
tions have been introduced and, in some
cases, Norway will let companies ship
goods across unmanned crossings. Most
lorries, however, still need to stop at specif-
ic manned crossings to have their details
checked. If it is not too busy, this need take
only a few minutes. 

Lars Karlsson, a Swedish customs ex-
pert, looked at what technologies could be
used to reduce or eliminate the need to
stop and undergo border checks, with a
particular reference to Ireland, in a report
presented to the European Parliament in
2017. Mr Karlsson said any such system
would, as a starting-point, require a fully
electronic environment for documenta-
tion and payments. 

It would work something like this. Pre-
registered companies, sometimes called
“trusted traders”, would have to submit ad-
ditional information, such as details of the
lorry being used and the person driving it.
The driver might need an enhanced licence
containing biometric data (facial scans, for
example). As the lorry approached a border
it would be identified by anpr cameras.
Other roadside sensors would detect a code
placed on the driver’s mobile phone, which
would identify him. The system would text
a customs release note to the driver and
alert authorities that the goods stated on an
electronic manifest have just passed over.
At a hard border, the release note might in-
stead open a gate automatically for the lor-
ry to drive through. 

Trust. But verify
No country has yet put together all these el-
ements to create an open border. The ob-
stacles are not technological, though. For
one thing, since it would need co-ordina-
tion between different customs authori-
ties, the negotiations could be protracted.

Some companies have also expressed con-
cern that trusted-trader schemes might
prove bureaucratic and expensive, espe-
cially for small firms.

Assuming such problems can be over-
come, authorities would still want ways to
catch smugglers. Again, technology can
help. It is now reasonably straightforward
to use mobile-phone networks and satel-
lites to track people, goods and vehicles.
This would let authorities check that cargo
arrives at its intended destination. Fujitsu,
a Japanese firm, says that cameras can be
used to read not just number plates but also
the identification markings on containers,
and check that seals have not been tam-
pered with. Using artificial-intelligence
techniques, the company reckons cameras
can be taught to recognise the faces of driv-
ers as well.

At some point physical checks will be
needed, although these do not have to be
carried out at a border. Vehicles could be
pulled over at other locations for random
shakedowns or because the data flag some-
thing as suspicious. Mobile customs units
could carry out checks, even at delivery lo-
cations, using hand-held devices to scan,
at a distance, smart tags attached to indi-
vidual products and cartons. And other
techniques are available, too. Container x-
ray scanning is becoming faster, more
powerful and capable of identifying not
just outlines but also detail, including peo-
ple hiding inside. Some of this scanning
equipment is mobile. 

As for keeping an eye on people cross-
ing borders, systems being developed for
use at airports might find wider use. One
idea is a single digital travel “token” to
speed people through airport terminals,
even on multiple legs of a journey. A proto-
type of such a system has been developed
by sita Lab, a Swiss technology group
owned by the airline industry. 

In sita’s system the token resides on a
traveller’s mobile phone and represents
encrypted travel documents, passport de-
tails and other information. Whenever the

traveller arrives at a checkpoint or is
stopped by an official, the app is used to
generate a qr code. That code is then
scanned to confirm the traveller’s details.
These are held in a database secured, as
might be expected, by blockchain. Regular
commuters across land borders could carry
similar tokens on their mobile devices. 

For remote borders with little or no in-
frastructure, there are various techniques
that can keep an eye, or rather an ear, out.
QinetiQ, a British firm, has a system called
OptaSense, which uses a fibre-optic cable
laid in the ground. Sound from above
creates vibrations in this cable. These af-
fect its light-carrying properties. Those
changes can be detected at a distance by
shining a laser through the cable. The
equipment is sensitive enough to discrim-
inate between the sounds made by differ-
ent types of vehicle, such as a tractor or a
lorry, and to detect people walking about.

Given enough money and determina-
tion, it should therefore be possible to
make a hard border disappear. The difficult
bit is the politics—especially whether the
level of background surveillance required
would be acceptable to people. In Ireland,
with its long history of troubles, that is un-
likely to be the case. Even a solitary anpr
camera at an Irish border crossing might be
blown up. However, in other parts of the
world, where hard borders now exist, trav-
ellers are likely to find that their passage
will become easier. 7

Apaper published in this month’s An-
nals of Neurology, by Gargi Banerjee and

David Werring of University College, Lon-
don, adds to evidence that prion diseases
are more widespread and varied than had
been realised. Such diseases are caused by
misfolded protein molecules that have the
unfortunate property of triggering similar
misfolding in others of their kind, and so
transmitting their pathological character
to previously healthy molecules. They
came to public attention in the 1990s, when
a variant form of the best known of them,
Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease (cjd), was shown
to be transmissible from cattle to people.
This sparked fears of an epidemic among
beef eaters, which fortunately failed to
come to pass. Ever since, doctors have kept
an eye open for anything similar. Dr Baner-
jee’s and Dr Werring’s results suggest cere-
bral amyloid angiopathy (caa), a haemor-

Cerebral amyloid angiopathy, a rare
brain illness, may be caused by prions
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rhage-causing illness closely related to
Alzheimer’s, may be an example.

The story starts in 2015, when a team led
by John Collinge, a neuroscientist at Uni-
versity College who is one of the world’s
leading cjd researchers, examined the
brains of eight people who had died from
the illness after contracting it from hu-
man-growth-hormone treatments. Until
1985, when synthetic versions of the mole-
cule became available, growth hormone
was extracted from the pituitary glands of
cadavers—along with (though this was not
known at the time) cjd-causing prions, if
such were present. Subsequent mixing of
the extracts spread the prions widely. By
the time the practice ceased, around
30,000 people had received injections of
cadaver-derived growth hormone. By 2012,
450 cases of cjd around the world had been
attributed to growth-hormone treatments.

Dr Collinge and his team found that six
of the eight brains they examined con-
tained, besides signs of cjd, deposits of
amyloid-beta (aB), a protein which forms
the plaques that are the principal hallmark
of Alzheimer’s disease. In four of the six the
deposits were widespread. Oddly, those
concerned had died between the ages of 36
and 51—too young to show Alzheimer-re-
lated pathology in normal circumstances,
given that they did not have genetic muta-
tions linked to the early-onset version of
the disease. The researchers concluded
that the growth-hormone injections had
probably also contained aB, and that this
had transmitted amyloid pathology to the
unfortunate four, in addition to cjd.

Last December a second piece of evi-
dence emerged. Another team led by Dr
Collinge obtained samples of cadaver-
derived human growth hormone that had
been stored since the 1980s. As they had
suspected, they found that those samples
which were of the type given to people in
Britain who had contracted cjd did indeed
contain aB. Moreover, mice genetically en-
gineered to produce human amyloid pro-
tein that were injected with material from
these samples developed significantly
more amyloid plaques than did mice in-
jected with synthetic growth hormone.

In the latest paper, Dr Banerjee and Dr
Werring, who are not members of Dr Coll-
inge’s research group, though they collabo-
rate with it, describe three patients admit-
ted to a specialist cerebral-haemorrhage
clinic run by Dr Werring. Out of 663 pa-
tients referred there since the beginning of
2015, the three described were the only
ones under the age of 50 who received a di-
agnosis of caa. They were between 34 and
48 years old—and caa rarely occurs in
those under 55.

Intriguingly, the three had something
else in common. All had undergone, three
to four decades earlier, brain-repair proce-
dures that involved the transplantation

from a deceased donor of material from the
dura mater, a membrane covering the
brain. Dr Banerjee’s and Dr Werring’s study
cannot prove that aB carried along with the
transplants caused the disease, but both
early-onset caa and dura-mater grafts are
rare, so mere coincidence seems unlikely. 

On a practical level, Dr Banerjee and Dr
Werring suggest that doctors now ask pa-
tients with symptoms that might indicate
caa if they have had neurosurgery earlier
in life, especially if they are young. Though
dura-mater grafts were banned in Britain
in 1992, precisely to avoid the risk of prion
transmission, some of those affected may
not yet have surfaced—and while there is

no cure for caa, there are ways to reduce
the risk of haemorrhage if doctors have the
right diagnosis.

There is a more general point though.
Stanley Prusiner, the neuroscientist who
developed and proved prion theory (and
also coined the term), has long argued that
most neurodegenerative illnesses, Alz-
heimer’s included, are prion diseases of
one sort or another. To many, that seems
unlikely, as the only human prion diseases
known at the moment all involve the same
type of protein as cjd. If caa, which in-
volves amyloid-beta rather than the cjd
protein, also proves prionic, it strengthens
the idea that Dr Prusiner is right. 7

In 1894, when Louis Antoine Krieger
started making electrically powered

horseless carriages (pictured above), he in-
troduced a feature that had appeared earli-
er on some electric trains. The motors that
drove the front wheels of Krieger’s landau-
let could operate in reverse, to work as gen-
erators when the driver slowed down. That
let them recover kinetic energy from the
vehicle’s forward motion, turn it into elec-
tricity and use this to top up the battery. But
there was another benefit. The harvesting
of this otherwise-lost energy also produced
a handy braking effect, helping slow the ve-
hicle without the driver having to apply the
somewhat dodgy mechanical brakes. 

Regenerative braking, as the technology
Krieger used is now called, pretty much
disappeared from road transport when
electric power gave way to the internal-

combustion engine. But, with sales of pet-
rol- and diesel-powered vehicles peaking,
and scores of new electric and hybrid cars
appearing on the market, it is staging a
comeback. Its principal advantage is that it
increases the distance a vehicle is able to
travel between charges. For example, ac-
cording to its makers Audi, regeneration
contributes 30% of the 400km maximum
range of the firm’s e-tron suv. But regen
braking, as it is known for short, also prom-
ises to do for the brake pedal what automat-
ic gear boxes did for the clutch, and thus to
make driving a one-pedal experience.

As Martin Tolliday, an automotive ex-
pert at Ricardo, a British engineering con-
sultancy, observes, regenerative systems
already encourage a different way of driv-
ing. Some cars, such as the Tesla Model 3,
permit the driver to choose levels ranging 

The use of regenerative braking in electric cars will change the way people drive,
and also the market for components

Automotive engineering
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2 from mild to aggressive. Mild lets the car
coast more freely. Aggressive pulls the car
up more sharply and recovers the most en-
ergy. Carmakers put sensors in such vehi-
cles to turn on the brake lights once the
force of regen braking reaches a level simi-
lar to that of conventional braking. 

Regeneration also permits braking
methods to be blended. When a driver
lightly touches the brakes in some models,
it is not the friction brakes that are applied
initially, but regen braking instead. Nissan,
a Japanese firm, has taken this idea fur-
thest. The latest version of its Leaf electric
car features a switch that activates what it
calls the ePedal. This combines accelera-
tion and braking into a single action. As
with other electric cars, when the driver re-
laxes pressure on the pedal, regenerative
braking takes over. With an ePedal, though,
if he takes his foot off altogether, the fric-
tion brakes are eventually applied as well. 

The Leaf still has a brake pedal, but it is
there for use only in extremities. In normal
road conditions Nissan reckons the ePedal
can meet 90% of a driver’s deccelaration
needs and, particularly in heavy traffic, it
avoids his having to shift his foot constant-
ly from one pedal to another. Once he has
got used to it, he rapidly learns how to play
the ePedal when approaching junctions or
stationary traffic ahead, and can bring his
vehicle to a standstill without ever press-
ing the brake. He need not do so even going
downhill. On inclines, the car will hold it-
self stationary until the ePedal is pressed,
at which point it will set off again.

Nor are drivers the only people who will
be affected by the rise of regen braking. So,
too, will those who service cars and who
make components for them. Conventional
brakes work by clamping a set of friction
pads onto a disc on the wheel hub. The re-
sult of this friction is wear and tear, so pads
and discs need to be replaced at frequent
intervals. Regen braking means those com-
ponents may last the lifetime of the vehi-
cle. Some taxi drivers of elderly Toyota Pri-
us hybrids reckon they are running on their
vehicle’s original set of brake pads, even
with a million kilometres on the odometer.

Whether and when the brake pedal will
disappear completely remains to be seen.
Mr Tolliday thinks it is likely to happen
eventually. Already, a number of cars use
auto-braking, in which radar sensors apply
the brakes if a vehicle gets too close to the
one in front. In such a situation, if he is
driving at all, a motorist with a single pedal
could simply remove his foot and let the
sensors work out how best to brake without
the vehicle losing control of itself. 7

Debittering olives is a messy process.
In their natural state the fruit of the ol-

ive tree are loaded with compounds called
phenols that make them unpalatable to
people. If an olive is destined to be crushed
for its oil, the phenols do not matter. Most
will be retained in the pulp left over after
pressing. Table olives, though, must be
purged of their phenols before being eaten.

At the moment, this is done by soaking
them in water, or brine, or brine followed
by a solution of sodium hydroxide known
as lye. This liberates the phenols and draws
them out by osmosis. For the osmotic pro-
cess to be effective, though, the bathing liq-
uid needs to be changed frequently. This is
tedious, messy and generates phenol-rich
waste that is toxic to plants and animals. A
better way of cleaning olives would be wel-
come. And one is now on offer. Rebecca
Johnson and Alyson Mitchell of the Univer-
sity of California, Davis, report in the Jour-
nal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry that
they can do the job using tiny resin beads.

Ion-exchange resins are high-porosity
forms of polystyrene tweaked with extra
chemical groups that let them capture mol-
ecules of different sorts. Many varieties of
ion-exchange resin are commercially
available, often in the form of hollow
beads. These beads have a large surface
area relative to their volume, maximising
the amount of polymer available for reac-
tion. Beads are also easy to handle.

Dr Mitchell already knew, from previ-

ous work, that some ion-exchange beads
are capable of collecting the phenols found
in olives. She wondered whether adding
these beads to the brine tanks in which ol-
ives are stored prior to processing with lye
might make it possible to debitter olives
without having to use lye at all. 

To test this idea, she mixed samples of
olive pulp with beads and left the mix for
half an hour at room temperature. Of the
four types of bead she tried, two proved
good at removing phenolic compounds
called oleuropein, ligstroside, oleacin and
tyrosol from the pulp. One of these two,
fpx66, is used for debittering citrus fruits
and is therefore already certified by Ameri-
ca’s Food and Drug Administration as safe
for use in food preparation. Dr Mitchell
therefore asked Ms Johnson to carry out a
more extensive experiment using it.

This trial involved whole olives, which
Ms Johnson put in flasks filled with com-
mercial storage brine and fpx66 beads. She
then left the olives to soak and sampled
them from time to time until 273 days had
passed, this being the normal period for
which olives are stored in brine prior to
processing with lye. The experiment
worked. On the days of the first two sam-
plings, the 6th and 26th of the experiment,
Ms Johnson found that phenol levels had
dropped to a point where the olives would
be considered bitter but edible. By day 76
they were at a point where they would
hardly be considered bitter at all. 

If this discovery can be translated into
commercial operation, the brine-soaking
stage could be shortened by three-quarters
and the lye step dropped altogether, with
huge savings in time and materials—for
the beads themselves can, after appropri-
ate processing to remove and dispose of the
phenols, be recycled. Ion-exchange beads
thus have the potential to make processing
olives cleaner, faster and cheaper. 7

Preparing olives for the table takes for
ever. Here is how to do it faster

Culinary science

Rates of exchange

Summer is icumen in

Correction: In “Eco-nomics” (Feb 9th), we described
Hugh Possingham as moonlighting as chief scientist
at the Nature Conservancy, while working at the
University of Queensland. In fact, it is the other way
around. Working at the Nature Conservancy is Dr
Possingham’s day job. Sorry.
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Cross the centre of Brussels from west
to east, and it becomes clear what a dis-

jointed, patchwork city it is. There are the
bland European restaurants near the neo-
Gothic church of St Catherine, kebab shops
and Arab cafés around the Boulevard An-
spach, gaggles of tourists on the Grand
Place and then, up the hill, the windswept
avenues and often hideous architecture of
the European Union’s institutions. Like the
city, the eu can feel fragmented and discor-
dant, lacking a common mood or a shared
story. That, anyway, is the argument of
doommongers in an age when nationalism
is rising, Britain is lurching out of the un-
ion and mainstream leaders are struggling
to preserve solidarity.

“The Capital” begs to differ. Published
in German in 2017 and now in English, the
novel insists that compelling stories can be
told about both Brussels and the eu itself.
Robert Menasse, its Austrian author,
lurked for several years in the city’s streets
and restaurants, as well as in the murmur-
ing corridors of the eu. The Brussels he dis-
covered was not bland and dysfunctional
but rich in quirky and uplifting details,
from its no-nonsense bistros to the way
Eurocrats of different nationalities cycle to

work. “The German officials would acceler-
ate past…as if bent on winning a circuit
race,” he writes (in Jamie Bulloch’s transla-
tion). “The Dutch officials were relaxed on
their ‘granny bikes’, as were their col-
leagues from the Latin countries, who cy-
cled sedately in their suits without break-
ing into a sweat.” Contrary to stereotypes,
Mr Menasse found that these Eurocrats
tended to be clever, humane and dedicated. 

From such material he created what
might seem impossible: a readable novel of
Brussels. “The Capital” is a mischievous yet
profound story about storytelling; about
the art of shaping a narrative by finding
resonances in the messy stuff of life. 

The plot pivots on a plan to mark the
50th birthday of the European Commis-
sion with a ceremony at Auschwitz. But the
lives of the characters—multinational offi-
cials, a zealous Polish assassin, a Belgian
Holocaust survivor—are also woven to-
gether on the loom of the city, as they brush

by each other in its streets, and in echoes
and recurring motifs. One of those is pigs—
the shape of the book-ends on the survi-
vor’s shelves, the subject of a zany hunt in
central Brussels and the cause of a row over
exports to China. “The algorithm that fil-
ters everything imaginable and which has
ordered our story until now is, of course,
mad, but more importantly it is reassur-
ing,” the author says of such patterns. “The
world is confetti, but the algorithm allows
us to experience it as a mosaic.” 

Unity can come from diversity, in other
words. This mantra, the eu’s slogan,
sounds sarcastic amid today’s fractures
(last week France withdrew its ambassador
to Italy), about which Mr Menasse is as de-
pressed as anyone. Plans for the ceremony
at Auschwitz sink amid petty bickering be-
tween member states and a lack of appreci-
ation for the eu’s story and symbols. This
deafness to narrative is contrasted with
Auschwitz itself, a place so laden with
meaning and emotion as to be overwhelm-
ing. Visiting the camp, an official is dumb-
struck: “He felt…how? He couldn’t say, he
couldn’t find the word for it.”

The choice of Auschwitz as (implicitly)
the eu’s ultimate justification is revealing.
Born in 1954, Mr Menasse is at the tail end
of the generation of “1968ers” in the Ger-
man-speaking world, who grew up after
the war and, as left-liberal students in the
1960s and 1970s, started asking difficult
questions of their elders. He and Jürgen
Habermas, the doyen of German philoso-
phers and a guiding light to 1968ers, are
mutual admirers. Among other things,
“The Capital” is a bold novelisation of Mr 

Political fiction

From confetti to mosaic

An improbably compelling novel about the eu is a battle cry for the union’s ideals

The Capital. By Robert Menasse. Translated
by Jamie Bulloch. MacLehose Press; 417
pages; £15. To be published in America by
Liveright in June; $27.95
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2 Habermas’s thinking about Europe.
Mr Habermas expressed this thinking

most crisply in 2012 in “The Crisis of the
European Union”. He blames the eu’s tra-
vails on the misplaced belief that Europe’s
peoples are so disparate—too many lan-
guages, too many histories, too little “de-
mos”—that they must choose between an
authentically democratic polity at national
level and technocratic diktat at a suprana-
tional one devoid of a common culture. Mr
Menasse satirises this belief in “The Capi-
tal”. Austria’s government protests when it
is offered the culture job in the Commis-
sion, which is eventually dumped on Fenia
Xenopoulou, a glum Greek careerist. “The
image of ‘European culture’,” the novel
notes, “was a poor one.”

The novel also captures the Haberma-
sian warning that forgoing a pan-European
narrative in this way leaves the emotive,
storytelling side of European politics to
blood-and-soil nationalists—embodied in
Mateusz Oswiecki, a fanatical killer and a
tormented child of central Europe’s trau-
mas (his name alludes to Oswiecim, the
Polish site of Auschwitz). Revelling in the
differences and clashes between the na-
tionalities that rub shoulders in Brussels,
the book also embodies Mr Habermas’s

view that Europe does not need a homoge-
nised culture to build a coherent federa-
tion. Rather, it suggests that common civic
and moral principles, derived from the les-
sons of history, can provide a basis for su-
pranational democracy. Mr Menasse is
open-minded enough to satirise the very
“constitutional patriotism” he advocates:
Alois Erhart, an Austrian intellectual and a
cipher for the author, proposes moving Eu-
rope’s capital from Brussels to Auschwitz.

With determination, “The Capital” im-
plies, Europe can yet write the common
story that seems to elude it today. “The eu
is man-made,” Mr Menasse has argued
elsewhere; “and everything that humans
make, you must be able to tell in a narra-
tive.” This approach, whimsical yet Utopi-
an, has the merit of avoiding the two main
modes of European analysis, namely com-
placent optimism and defeatist pessi-
mism. The philosophy also makes the nov-
el momentous. It captures the glowing
idealism of an era when the eu was run by
people who remembered the war. Readers
may see this school of thought as a relic of
the past or a beacon for the future. Either
way, they will not find a more spirited ex-
pression of it than Mr Menasse’s unexpect-
edly delightful book about Brussels. 7

Before an audience of 500 people on
the outskirts of Pamplona, Maialen Lu-

janbio, the reigning champion of bertsola-
ritza, the Basque oral tradition of impro-
vised song, steps up to the microphone.
She stands in silence, thinking. 

Ms Lujanbio is composing a bertso, the
rules of which are simple but exacting. Giv-
en a theme or a prompt, bertsolaris invent a
poem of between eight and 12 lines, which
must fit a prescribed rhyming form. Next
they choose a melody from thousands of
traditional tunes, or coin a new one on the
spot. Bertsolaris usually think for around
30 seconds. The silence can feel chasmic.
And then they sing.

Pamplona is in Navarra, on the edge of
the Basque country, but some of its popula-
tion speaks Euskara, the Basque language;
the festival was one of 2,000 such events a
year across Basque-influenced regions in
Spain and France, according to Estibalitz
Esteibar of Bertsozale Elkartea, an associa-
tion that promotes the tradition. They
range from bertso dinners, in which a feast
is capped by an impromptu performance,

to the Basque country championship, a rap
battle that is the climax of a quadrennial
contest. In 2017, 15,000 tickets were sold for
the championship; almost half of all
Basque-speakers tuned in on television.

No other oral folk art commands this
kind of audience. But the success of bertso-

laritza was not spontaneous: it was
planned. Various strands began to coalesce
into something resembling today’s version
in the 1930s, shortly before the Spanish civ-
il war broke out. Under General Franco, the
tradition was repressed, as was Euskara it-
self; in-migration from other parts of Spain
diluted use of the language further. The
championship was firmly re-established
only in 1980. Bertsozale Elkartea was
founded “to stop the tradition dying,” says
Igor Elortza, a bertsolari.

The revivals of bertsolaritza and Euskara
have gone hand in hand, said Ms Esteibar.
Volunteers set up a network of bertsolaritza
schools. Meanwhile, encouraged by the re-
gional government—dominated by Basque
nationalists—public schools began to
teach in Euskara; wizened bertsolaris gave
lessons. Almost everyone at the Pamplona
shindig said they were exposed to the tradi-
tion at school, rather than at home. Eus-
kara’s recovery has been boosted by the fact
that it is required for most jobs in the re-
gional administration. A study in 2016
showed that 34% of people in the Basque
country speak it (up from a quarter in 1991);
that includes 70% of Basques under 25.

This has pumped fresh life into bertsola-
ritza. Not long ago, it was “something for
men, in the bar, at night,” said Ms Esteibar.
Increasingly, the typical bertsolari is young,
urban and educated. They often deal with
contemporary issues of family, society,
ethnicity and politics; in Pamplona the
songs touched on Venezuela, the closure of
squats and the gender politics of dinner
parties. The growing role of women is one
way bertsolaritza is evolving. Ms Lujanbio
is the first female champion in a historical-
ly male discipline (see picture).

Enthusiasts in Pamplona described
bertsolaritza as a social movement. The po-
etry is central, but it is the link to Basque
language and identity that ensures the ap-
peal. In politics, Basque nationalism has
dark, exclusionary undertones, yet the
sense of community at these gatherings is
wholesome and enchanting. Over bitter ci-
der and sweet shots of Patxaran, a sloe and
anise liqueur, everyone had their own story
about how they got hooked—but hooked
was the word they used. It is the camarade-
rie that draws the bertsolaris to the continu-
ous events, few of which pay. “It’s why I’m
here,” said Xabi Igoa, a young practitioner.

The history of bertsolaritza explains the
atmosphere in the auditorium. The silence
before the bertsolari begins to sing is rever-
ential. The audience is expectant but gen-
erous: they laugh and whoop when the per-
formers please them, and will them to
recover when they stumble. From time to
time, the pattern of rhythm and rhyme in a
bertso reveals what the last few lines will be
before the poet delivers them. These mo-
ments, when the audience and the bertso-
lari sing together, feel almost religious. 7
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On the afternoon of April 13th 1919
General Reginald Dyer led a column of

troops and armoured cars through the
streets of ancient Amritsar, holy city of the
Sikh faith. Their destination was a dusty,
enclosed clearing called the Jallianwala
Bagh. Failing to squeeze the vehicles and
machine-guns through a narrow entrance,
Dyer entered with just the soldiers. Before
them was a crowd of about 15,000 peaceful,
unarmed Indian men, women and chil-
dren quietly listening to political speeches.
Many had come out of idle curiosity. 

Dyer, however, saw something very dif-
ferent: a “defiant and murderous mob,” as
Kim Wagner puts it in “Amritsar 1919”, “one
which had only days before run rampant
through Amritsar and which still had the
blood of Englishmen on its hands.” Barely
pausing, Dyer gave the order to fire. After
ten minutes and 1,650 rifle rounds, at least
379 people lay dead; hundreds were in-
jured. Dyer offered no medical help to the
wounded. His duty done, he left abruptly.

The Amritsar massacre was probably
the most murderous single act in the his-
tory of the British Empire. The facts are not
in doubt, but its meaning remains hotly
disputed. British bigwigs have visited Am-
ritsar to pay their respects, but despite
many promptings there has never been an
official apology. Indeed, to apologists for
empire, this was merely an aberration. As
Winston Churchill commented at the time,
the slaughter might have been a “mon-
strous event”, but it was also without paral-
lel “in the modern history of the British
Empire…an event which stands in singular
and sinister isolation.” Recent historians
have taken the same line. 

“Amritsar 1919” aims to show how pro-
foundly misleading Churchill’s interpreta-
tion was. Mr Wagner maintains that Dyer
acted as a loyal servant of a colonial admin-
istration founded on terror and violence,
particularly in the years after what the Brit-
ish called the “Indian Mutiny” and Indians
the “First War of Independence” of 1857.
Then the massacre of European women
and children at Cawnpore had horrified the
British, and the revolt was stamped out
with extreme savagery. Thereafter the Raj
was paranoid about another insurrection,
and its officers, such as Dyer, often acted
disproportionately, largely out of fear. This
is what happened at Amritsar. 

Provoked by the expulsion of two local
leaders, three days earlier a mob had in-
deed run riot through the city, killing three
British men and assaulting a woman. There
was no evidence that this presaged a wider
revolt, yet, haunted by the mutiny, this is
exactly what Dyer and other officers be-
lieved. When he came upon the gathering
at the Jallianwala Bagh, he sincerely
thought he had “stumbled upon nothing
less than the epicentre and hotbed of the
rebellion”. He wanted to get his retaliation
in before the imaginary insurgents turned
on his soldiers.

This, Mr Wagner reminds readers, is
why Dyer was feted as a hero by most An-
glo-Indians, and by many in Britain. He
had shot dead hundreds of civilians, but
other officers had contemplated bombing
Amritsar as well. By heading off another
mutiny, he had saved the Raj. A London
newspaper raised £26,000 for him, a huge
sum. Meanwhile some Indians later reject-
ed the relatively paltry amounts that were
offered to the victims as compensation.

Mr Wagner argues his case fluently and
rigorously in this excellent book. The cen-
tenary would be as good a time as any to
apologise for Amritsar. In Mr Wagner’s tell-
ing, such contrition might apply to many
other acts of cruelty and violence visited
upon Britannia’s imperial subjects. 7

Colonial history

Evils of empire

Amritsar 1919: An Empire of Fear and the
Making of a Massacre. By Kim Wagner. Yale
University Press; 360 pages; $32.50 and £20

It is an odd sports fan who travels half-
way around the world and is happy to see

his team lose. Yet that describes many of
the 5,000 sun-pinked English cricket fans
who watched England play the West Indies
on the Caribbean island of St Lucia this
week. Asked whether he minded that Eng-
land had already lost the three-Test series,
having been beaten in Barbados and Anti-
gua, Steve, a retired building-society man-
ager from Somerset, looked almost put out.
“Not remotely!” he exclaimed. “We think
it’s marvellous,” said his wife Anne. 

It would be hard to imagine a set of fans
more supportive of the other side. When
the Trinidadian bowler Shannon Gabriel
charged in murderously, feet pounding the
turf, the English contingent murmured
contentedly. It was real West Indian fast-
bowling: “pace like fire”. Nostalgic for the
time when it ruled cricket, and mindful of
how much the game has changed since
then, they revelled in the sight.

To understand this, consider first that

there is nothing in sport—not the Boston
Celtics in the 1960s or Brazil’s finest foot-
ballers—to touch what the tiny popula-
tions of the Anglophone Caribbean
achieved in cricket.

The Test match, the game’s five-day for-
mat, is the most gruelling challenge in
team sport. Imagine two baseball series
packed into a single game. Then multiply
that by three, or even five, to make a Test se-
ries. It is a brutal examination, at which,
between 1980 and 1995, the West Indies
were undefeated. Their victims included,
in England and Australia, two of the world’s
richest countries; and in India and Paki-
stan, two of the most populous. Barbados,
by contrast, had a poor population of
around 240,000. Yet some reckon the is-
land has produced more great cricketers
than India. Trinidad produced the best
book on cricket, “Beyond a Boundary”, by
C.L.R. James in 1963. It was a crazy over-per-
formance—a real-life case of Asterix and a
Gaulish village against the Roman Empire.

But it was unsustainable, if only be-
cause mercurial politics was part of the
magic potion. After centuries of racial and
economic injustice in the Caribbean, the
1970s and ’80s were a time of self-determi-
nation and growth. Most of the islands had
just or were about to become independent.
And cricket was their means of self-expres-
sion. It was the only thing at which they
were world-beating. It was also, thanks to
the English professional leagues, a rare
means to earn a living. The hegemony was
fuelled by the cricketing mania this stirred,
in a unique interlude between colonialism
and modernity. With economic growth,
outward migration and other distractions
(including television, which came to the is-
lands in the 1970s), the frenzy cooled just
enough for the world domination to end.

Yet the calamity that has befallen West
Indian cricket in the past decade, including
player mutinies, threatened bankruptcy 
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Johnson What we talk about when we talk

Less language than you might think is devoted to conveying information

Dan mallory’s first novel, a psycho-
logical thriller, entered the New York

Times bestseller list at number one. He is
a handsome and charming man-about-
town. He is also, according to a recent
profile in the New Yorker, an extravagant
liar: about surviving tumours, losing his
mother to cancer, having two doctorates
and much besides. He impersonated his
brother in emails to support these lies,
before killing him off, telling friends he
had committed suicide. The brother is
alive and well.

Asked what language is for, many
people are likely to say “to communi-
cate”; some might add, “to convey infor-
mation about the world”. Spectacular
cases like Mr Mallory’s show that this is
not always the case. Sometimes, people
lie. Yet outlandish as his story seems, in a
sense Mr Mallory’s use of language may
not be that unusual. Only a minority of
remarks are “propositional”—ie, asser-
tions that purport to be true. 

One study at Stanford University
looked at over 1,000 five-minute con-
versations between strangers; the re-
searchers tagged bits of the exchanges by
their function. Each tagged utterance
was more or less a complete bit of
speech, ranging from “Me, I’m in the
legal department” to a plain “No”. They
found that just 36% of utterances even
purported to be statements of fact.

What are speakers doing the rest of
the time? The next biggest category (19%)
was “Acknowledge (Backchannel)”:
things like “Uh-huh”. A further 5% of
utterances were “Agree—Accept” re-
sponses (“That’s exactly it”); 2% were
“Appreciation” (“I can imagine”). People
spend a lot of speech time simply letting
the other person know they are listening.
Conversation is co-operation.

In other words, conveying facts about

they debunk Biblical stories.
Religion is not the only context in

which people speak to express them-
selves rather than to propound facts.
That Barack and Michelle Obama have a
high wall around their house, as Donald
Trump said in December, was quickly
shown to be false. But Mr Trump is so
prone to this kind of thing that fact-
checking may miss the point. He is con-
veying something about himself (in this
case, his disdain for liberal hypocrites,
whether they have a wall or not) rather
than saying true things about the world.
When they elected him, many of his
supporters wanted a fighter on their side,
not a Wikipedia editor.

All this can lead to difficulties. Most
people, when they talk, expect leeway for
opinion, exaggeration, self-expression,
evasion or irony—all the niceties, quips
and obfuscation that make up so much
chat. Yet they often make insufficient
allowance for those nuances when oth-
ers are speaking, or miss the relevant
cues. Consider the naïf who takes it
literally when a spouse says: “It’s okay,
I’m fine. You go ahead.” The later row
(“You said it was fine!”) can be frustrating
for all involved. There are indeed places
where what is said is supposed to be
factual: legal testimony, say, or scientific
research. But these are the exceptions—
artificially regulated environments in
which the natural foibles of speech stand
out. Human beings would sound awfully
odd if they talked that way all the time.

A partial tonic for confusion would be
for everyone to realise just how much
language is non-propositional. Another
tactic is talking about talking more.
Asking an interlocutor, “Are you express-
ing yourself or proposing a fact?” may
not make for charming conversation. But
it may prevent misunderstandings.

reality is only one of language’s functions.
It is also a tool to create new realities: in
the case of a conversation, a social bond.
Seen in this light, Mr Mallory’s lies look
less like an aberration and more like an
extreme form of social performance. He
has not commented on the scandal in
detail, but it may be that he didn’t so much
want the world to think he had two doctor-
ates as merely hope to be liked and ad-
mired. Most people want the same.

Outright fibs aside, language that isn’t
strictly propositional might sometimes be
called “expressive”. Take, for example,
religious creeds. Many Christians today
admit they doubt the miracles of the Bible.
But they will happily recite the Nicene
creed—a statement of faith that includes
the physical resurrection of Jesus—and
not feel they are lying or hypocrites. If a
fact is being imparted, it is not “Jesus was
resurrected” but rather “I am a Christian,
and it is important that I say this.” Many
thoughtful modern theologians join phi-
losophers like Wittgenstein in seeing
creedal statements this way. If they are
right, atheists waste their breath when

and serial defeats, was not inevitable. It re-
flects the commercial and geopolitical
forces now buffeting the game everywhere.
This points to a second reason why the
West Indians’ first series victory over Eng-
land in a decade was so poignant.

The growth of club-based cricket fran-
chises, especially in India, has put huge
pressure on the culture of international
competition that has underpinned cricket
since the late 19th century. Attracted by mil-
lion-dollar salaries in India, some of the
best Caribbean players have abandoned
their international side to become globe-

trotting freelancers. No wonder the West
Indies has struggled. And the richest crick-
et countries, India, England and Australia,
have done little to counter this trend. They
are mainly concerned to maximise their
revenues from the shorter formats the
franchises play. The result, everywhere
outside England, is that Test cricket is dy-
ing. But for the English fans in St Lucia, the
stadium would have been empty. As in Bar-
bados and Antigua, few locals showed up.

Contrary to its image as a fusty Victor-
ian heirloom, cricket has constantly
evolved. Yet these changes, the downgrad-

ing of international and Test cricket, will be
seismic. They augur a game almost unrec-
ognisable from its current form, and less
loved by its devotees. That is why the West
Indies’ latest win is so precious to them.
Achieved by the same means—terrifying
fast-bowling—as their past greatness, it
represents a twitching of the veil of cricket
history, sending lost images and emotions
tumbling forth. The West Indies will not
again be a cricket giant: they face too many
impediments. But their mini-resurgence
feels almost as unlikely as their domina-
tion was, and glorious while it lasts. 7


