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This book is dedicated to my wife Penelope, who can catch salmon in bright sunlight and at low water, to the friends I fish with on the Tyne and the Tay, and to the men and women of the Environment Agency, without whom there would be far fewer fish in our rivers.




Praise for Salmon Fishing in the Yemen

‘This highly original novel blends satire with gentle humanity in a tale of what happens when idealism meets self-serving politics and bungling bureaucracy . . . A stunning debut’ Daily Mail

‘This is a book of considerable charm, an echochamber of a dozen different voices adroitly ventriloquised . . . [it is] a moral tale about the importance of believing in something and the comparative importance of everything else’ Independent

‘Paul Torday’s debut novel is about an impossibility . . . And the remarkable thing is that a book about so deeply serious a matter can make you laugh, all the way to a last twist that’s as sudden and shocking as a barbed hook . . . To write a novel lampooning the looking-glass world of Blairite government must have given Torday as much gruesome fun as he gives his readers . . . Salmon Fishing is extraordinary indeed, and a triumph’ Guardian

‘[A] remarkable, unusual debut novel about political spin and unlikely dreams brought vividly to life . . . [Torday has] a rare talent’ Herald

‘[A] tender-hearted book . . . [a] thoroughly enjoyable debut’ Sunday Times

‘Captivates the grumpiest reader within moments . . . if you imagine The Office crossed with Yes, Minister, you may get some inkling of how very funny it is . . . the intelligence, inventiveness and humanity of this novel in comparison to the usual run of literary fiction is as wild salmon to farmed’ Telegraph

‘A beguiling tale of unexpected heroism and lateblooming love’ Daily Express

‘I really loved this book’ Bill Nighy

‘It is light, but succeeds in an ambitious project: making a book about fishing readable, even touching. Fish may not be your bag, but it is the capacity for commitment and belief that makes for good reading’ New Statesman

‘Paul Torday’s bizarrely moral debut offers whimsy, sitcom humour, numerous swipes at the two-faced carry-on of egocentric politicians – including a joke, Blair-like prime minister – and more than a love song to the noble art of angling as practised by dreamers and romantics. It also suggests that anything can be attempted, providing someone is willing to pay’ Irish Times

‘Salmon Fishing in the Yemen is an entertaining and successful debut . . . it is warmly recommended to anyone searching for feelgood comedy with surprising bite’ Sunday Telegraph

‘[A] wonderful first novel . . . really funny . . . a book you can’t put down easily. Torday has an easy command of the gripping twists that play readers through the streams of a story, and at the same time he’s a master of character . . . a tour de force’

Evening Herald

‘[A] delightfully funny debut . . . It’s funny, ambitious, multi-layered and quirkily imaginative, yet still – especially in the case of a sub-plot featuring a deniable British raid inside Iran – frighteningly relevant’

Scotsman

‘Suffused with warmth; with magic and a fond quirkiness . . . This is a clever book encompassing sport, political spin and scientific experimentation. Torday’s ease with language is masterful; and he has a beautifully judged sense of place . . . There’s a clever sense of denouement, but ultimately it’s the characters that make this page-turning tale shine’ Irish Examiner

‘An amusing satire on the tensions between the West and the Middle East, and a commentary on the value of belief to mankind . . . The success of the book lies in the charm of Mr Torday’s storyline – his love of salmon fishing shines through his text – and his skill at portraying the petty officialdom and manipulativeness of modern government. Adding breadth is a sharply drawn cast of characters’ Economist




Paul Torday burst on to the literary scene in 2006 with his first novel, Salmon Fishing in the Yemen. It was an immediate international bestseller that has been sold in
25 countries and is now also a film starring Ewan McGregor, Kristen Scott Thomas and Emily Blunt. His subsequent novels have all been published to great critical acclaim. He is married with two sons by a previous marriage, has two stepsons and lives close to the River North Tyne.
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Extracts from a Return to an Address of the 
Honourable House of Commons by the 
Foreign Affairs Committee and a 
Report into the Circumstances surrounding the 
decision to introduce salmon into the Yemen 
(Yemen Salmon Fishing Project), 
and the subsequent events.
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The origins of the Yemen Salmon Project

 

 

Fitzharris & Price  
Land Agents & Consultants  
St James’s Street  
London

Dr Alfred Jones  
National Centre for Fisheries Excellence  
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs  
Smith Square  
London

 

15 May

 

Dear Dr Jones

We have been referred to you by Peter Sullivan at the Foreign & Commonwealth Office (Directorate for Middle East and North Africa). We act on behalf of a client with access to very substantial funds, who has indicated his wish to sponsor a project to introduce salmon, and the sport of salmon fishing, into the Yemen.

We recognise the challenging nature of such a project, but we have been assured that the expertise exists within your organisation to research and project manage such work, which of course would bring international recognition and very ample compensation for any fisheries scientists who  became involved. Without going into any further details at this time, we would like to seek a meeting with you to identify how such a project could be initiated and resourced, so that we may report back to our client and seek further instructions.

We wish to emphasise that this is regarded by our client, who is a very eminent Yemeni citizen, as a flagship project for his country. He has asked us to make clear that there will be no unreasonable financial constraints. The Foreign & Commonwealth Office supports this project as a symbol of Anglo-Yemeni cooperation.

Yours sincerely

 

(Ms) Harriet Chetwode-Talbot

 

 

National Centre for Fisheries Excellence  
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs  
Smith Square  
London

Ms Harriet Chetwode-Talbot  
Fitzharris & Price  
Land Agents & Consultants  
St James’s Street  
London

 

Dear Ms Chetwode-Talbot

Dr Jones has asked me to thank you for your letter dated  15 May and reply as follows.

Migratory salmonids require cool, well-oxygenated water in which to spawn. In addition, in the early stages of the salmon life cycle, a good supply of fly life indigenous to  northern European rivers is necessary for the juvenile salmon parr to survive. Once the salmon parr evolves into its smolt form, it then heads downriver and enters saltwater. The salmon then makes its way to feeding grounds off Iceland, the Faroes or Greenland. Optimum sea temperatures for the salmon and its natural food sources are between 5 and 10  degrees Celsius.

We conclude that conditions in the Yemen and its geographical location relatively remote from the North Atlantic make the project your client has proposed unfeasible, on a number of fundamental grounds. We therefore regret we will be unable to help you any further in this matter.

Yours sincerely

 

Ms Sally Thomas (Assistant to Dr Jones)

 

 

Office of the Director, National Centre for  
Fisheries Excellence  
From: David Sugden  
To: Dr Alfred Jones  
Subject: Fitzharris & Price/Salmon/Yemen  
Date: 3 June

 

Alfred

I have just received a call from Herbert Berkshire, who is private secretary to the parliamentary under secretary of state at the Foreign and Commonwealth Office.

The FCO view is very clear that this project is to be given our fullest consideration. Notwithstanding the very real practical difficulties in the proposal from Fitzharris & Price, of which as your director I am fully aware, the FCO feel  that we should seek to give what support we can to this project.

Given the recent reductions in grant-in-aid funding for NCFE, we should not be too hasty to decline work which apparently connects us to excellent private sector funding sources.

Yours

David

 

 

Memo  
From: Alfred Jones  
To: Director, NCFE  
Subject Salmon/Yemen  
Date: 3 June

 

David

I appreciate the points you have raised in your memo of today’s date. Having given the matter my fullest consideration, I remain unable to see how we could help Fitzharris & Price and their client. The prospect of introducing salmon to the wadis of the Hadramawt seems to me, quite frankly, risible.

I am quite prepared to back this up with the relevant science, should anyone at the FCO require further information on our grounds for not proceeding.

Alfred

 

 

Office of the Director, National Centre for Fisheries Excellence  
From: David Sugden  
To: Dr Alfred Jones  
Subject: Salmon/Yemen  
Date: 4 June

 

Dr Jones

Please accept this memo as my formal instruction to proceed to the next stage of the Yemen salmon project with Fitzharris & Price. I would like you to meet Ms Harriet Chetwode-Talbot and receive a full briefing, following which you are to develop and cost an outline scope of work for this project for me to review and forward to the FCO.

I take full responsibility for this decision

David Sugden

 

 

From: Fred.jones@ncfe.gov.uk 
Date: 4 June 
To: David.Sugden@ncfe.gov.uk 
Subject: Yemen Salmon Project


 

David

Can we talk about this? I’ll pop round to your office after the departmental meeting.

Alfred

 

 

From: Fred.jones@ncfe.gov.uk 
Date: 4 June 
To: Mary.jones@interfinance.org 
Subject: Job


 

Darling

I am being put under unreasonable pressure by David Sugden to put my name to some totally insane project dreamed up by the FCO to do with salmon being introduced into the Yemen. There have been memos flying around on this for days and I suppose I thought it was so bizarre I didn’t even mention it to you last time we spoke. I popped into David S’s office just now and said, ‘Look, David, be reasonable. This project is not only totally absurd and scientifically nonsensical, but if we allow our name to be involved no one in the fisheries world will ever take us seriously again.’

Sugden was totally stone-faced. He said (pompously), ‘This one is coming from higher up. It isn’t just some minister at the FCO with a bee in his bonnet. It goes all the way to the top. You’ve had my instruction. Please get on with it.’

I have not been spoken to like that since I left school. I am seriously considering handing in my resignation.

Love

Fred

PS When are you back from your management training course?

 

 

From: Mary.jones@interfinance.org 
Date: 4 June 
To: Fred.jones@ncfe.gov.uk 
Subject: Financial realities


 

Fred

My annual salary is £75,000 gross and yours is £45,561. Our combined net of tax monthly income is £7333 out of which our mortgage takes £3111, rates, food and other household expenses a further £1200, and that’s before we think about car costs, holidays, and your fishing extravagances.

Resign your job? Don’t be a prat.

Mary

PS I am home on Thursday but I have to leave on Sunday for New York for a conference on Sarbanes-Oxley.

 

 

Memo

From: Andrew MacFadzean, principal private secretary to the secretary of state for foreign and commonwealth affairs

To: Herbert Berkshire, private secretary to the parliamentary under secretary of state, FCO

Subject: Salmon/Yemen Project

 

Herbert

Our masters tell us this project should be pushed on a bit. The sponsor is not a UK citizen, but the project can be presented as a template for Anglo-Yemeni cooperation, which of course has wider implications for perceptions of UK involvement in the Middle East.

I think you could quietly drop a word in the ear of David Sugden, whom I believe is the director of the fisheries people  at DEFRA, that a successful outcome to this project might attract the attention of the committee putting forward recommendations for the next New Year honours list. Equally it is only fair to point out that an unsuccessful outcome might make it difficult to defend NCFE against further cuts in grant funding in the next round of negotiations with the Treasury for the new financial year. This might help get the right messages across. We have, of course, talked at a senior level to the appropriate people in DEFRA.

Keep this off the record.

Lunch at the club at 1 p.m. tomorrow?

Yrs

Andy

 

 

Memo

From: Director of communications, prime minister’s office

To: Dr Mike Ferguson, director veterinary, food & aquatic sciences, Chief Scientists’ Group

Subject: Yemen salmon project

 

Mike

This is the sort of initiative that the prime minister really, really likes. We want some broad-brush comments on feasibility from you. We do not require anyone to say absolutely that it would work, only that there is no reason for not  trying.

Peter

 

 

Memo

From: Dr Michael Ferguson, director veterinary food & aquatic sciences, Chief Scientists’ Group

To: Peter Maxwell, director of communications, prime minister’s office

Subject: Yemen salmon project

 

Dear Mr Maxwell

Monthly average rainfall in the western mountains of the Yemen is around 400 millimetres in each of the summer months, and mean temperatures at elevations above 2000  metres fall to a range of between 7 and 27 degrees Celsius. This is not uncharacteristic of British summer weather and therefore we conclude that for short periods of the year conditions exist, particularly in the western provinces of the Yemen, which are not necessarily inimical to migratory salmonids.

We therefore speculate that a model based on the artificial release and introduction of salmonids into the wadi systems for short periods of the year, linked to a programme of trapping the salmon and returning them to cooler, saline water during other periods of the year, would not be an inappropriate starting point for a modelling exercise to be carried out by the departments with the relevant expertise. I believe NCFE is the most appropriate organisation for this.

I hope this brief note is sufficient for your purposes at this stage?

Yrs

Michael Ferguson

PS Have we met?

 

 

Memo

From: Director of communications, prime minister’s office

To: Dr Mike Ferguson, director veterinary, food & aquatic sciences, Chief Scentists’ Group

Subject: Yemen salmon project

 

Mike

That’s great. No, we haven’t met, but I look forward to it some day soon.

Peter

 

 

Memo

From: Peter

To: Prime minister

Subject: Yemen salmon project

 

PM

You will really like this. It presses a lot of different buttons: • positive and innovative environmental messages 
• sporting (cultural?) links to a Middle Eastern country not as yet closely aligned with UK interests 
• secular Western technology bringing improvements to an Islamic state 
• a big, positive news story that will take front-page space away from less constructive news items coming out of Iraq, Iran and Saudi 


A great photo opportunity: you standing in a wadi with a rod in one hand and a salmon in the other - what an image  that would be!

Peter

 

 

Memo  
From: Prime minister  
To: Director of communications  
Subject: Yemen salmon project

 

Peter  
I like it. The photo idea is great!
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Extracts from the diary of Dr Alfred Jones: his wedding anniversary




7 June 

Until today, my diary has for the most part been used to record the times of meetings, appointments with the dentist, or other engagements. But for the last few months I have felt the need to set down some of the thoughts that come and go, the increasing sense of intellectual and emotional restlessness which has grown in me as I approach middle age. Today’s date marks our wedding anniversary. Mary and I have been married now for over twenty years. It seems right, somehow, to start recording the pattern of my daily existence. Perhaps it will help me find a perspective from which I can appreciate and value my life more than I am able to just at present.

For Mary’s anniversary present, I have bought her a subscription to The Economist, which I know she enjoys reading but begrudges the cost of buying for herself. She bought me a replacement brush for my electric toothbrush, which is most useful. I never think much about anniversaries. The years pass seamlessly. But for some reason tonight I feel I ought to reflect on what is now many years of marriage to Mary. We married not long after leaving Oxford. It was not a whirlwind romance, but I think ours has been a calm and settled relationship suitable for two rational and career-minded people such as ourselves.

We are both humanists, professionals and scientists. Mary’s science is the analysis of risks inherent in the movement of cash and credit around the world’s financial systems. She has written papers such as ‘The role of SDRs (Special Deposit Reserves) in mitigating unusual flows of non-reserve currencies’ which have attracted a great deal of attention and I enjoyed reading myself, although I could not follow some of the algorithms. Mary has now moved from the more academic wing of the bank into the managerial side. She is prospering, well paid and respected, and likely to go far. The only disadvantage is that we are tending to see a little less of each other as she has to travel a great deal these days.

I made my name with my study ‘The effects of alkaline solutions on freshwater mussel populations’, which introduced some groundbreaking new concepts concerning the mating of freshwater mussels. Since then, my career has developed too. I am not as well remunerated as Mary, but my work gives me satisfaction and I believe I am well thought of by my peers.

Mary and I have chosen not to have children. Our lives are therefore relatively unruffled. I am aware that a childless marriage is sometimes an excuse for selfishness and therefore we both make a conscious effort to engage with our community in the little spare time that we have. Mary gives lessons in economic theory at our local immigration centre to migrants from Chechnya and Kurdistan, who seem to end up in our area. I give lectures to the local humanist society from time to time. Last week I gave the third in a series of talks, ‘Why God cannot exist’, and I like to think that these talks in some way provoke the audience to question the superstitions of earlier eras which still linger on in the religious teachings that regrettably persist in some of our schools.

What else can I say about more than two decades of marriage? We both keep ourselves fit. I go running two or three times a week; Mary does Yoga when she can. We were vegetarians but now eat fish and white meat, and I allow myself alcohol from time to time although Mary does so rarely. We enjoy reading as long as the books are improving or informative, and occasionally go to the theatre or to art exhibitions.

And I fish, an unreconstructed activity of which Mary disapproves. She says fish feel pain whereas I, as a fishery scientist, know that they do not. It is perhaps the one subject on which we have to agree to disagree.

So there it is: another anniversary. This year has been much like the last year, and that year was very like the one before. If I occasionally wish for a little more excitement, a little more passion in our lives, I can usually put this down to neglecting to follow the dietary guideline that people of my blood group (Type A) should follow: not too much meat. Occasionally I fall prey to temptation and eat some beef, and so it is not surprising I then have irrational feelings of ... I am not sure what? Am I bored, perhaps? How could I be?

It only takes something like this Yemen salmon project to raise its head to remind me that I have a dislike of the irrational, the unpredictable and the unknown.




8 June 

We had a departmental meeting today to consider the final draft of my paper ‘Effects of increased water acidity on the caddis fly larva’. Everyone is being very complimentary, especially David Sugden. Is this a peace offering? He has not pressed me again about the Yemen salmon project and I, of  course, have done nothing. I have just kept my head down and am waiting for the whole issue to go away. Anyway, the director’s public praise for the work on caddis flies was a pat on the back for my team. In fact, David went so far as to say that, following the publication of my article, there was probably nothing further worth saying about the caddis fly. Praise indeed. At such times I know that the money doesn’t really matter. Mary sometimes complains that I am not paid enough, but there is much more to life than one’s salary. I have moved forward the boundaries of human knowledge about a little brown insect that, insignificant as it may be in itself, is a vital indicator of the health of our rivers.

Both Trout & Salmon and Atlantic Salmon Journal want a press release.

Mary is in New York. She was home all of Friday and Saturday. Nevertheless, the fridge is empty. I have just been down the street to the late-night Indian takeaway, to buy a few things to eat, and I am sitting here writing up my diary and mopping balti chicken from my lap after some of it slipped off the plastic fork. I have just realised that I forgot to buy any coffee for tomorrow morning.

A last word of self-reproach after a day of professional triumph. How selfish I am, going on about my own success with my caddis fly research - I want to record my admiration for Mary, whose work, which I alluded to in yesterday’s entry and although of a different nature to mine, has attracted comment and admiration at her bank, InterFinance S.A. She is on the fast track at InterFinance. I am a huge believer in women doing well, and to see it happen to one’s own wife in the male-oriented world of finance is very rewarding. The female caddis fly also plays a profoundly important role in her social group.




9 June 

My bowel movements this morning were somewhat affected by the takeway, perhaps not surprisingly. I did not go for my usual morning run as I felt rather unwell. There was no coffee left in the tin, and the single pint of long-life milk was well out of date. I arrived at the office feeling out of sorts and it took me a while to get into gear.

It is odd how quickly things can change in one’s life. For the last two days I have been contemplating the tranquil and intellectually engaged nature of my life with Mary, and the intense reward I can still derive from a piece of scientific work well done. All that seems, for the moment, as nothing.

I now have to record one of the most unpleasant incidents of my professional career. At 10.00 a.m. I was sitting with Ray, selecting the most visually compelling photographs to accompany the caddis fly article, when Sally came in and told me David Sugden wanted to see me right away. I said I would go along to David’s office in a few minutes, as soon as Ray and I had finished.

Sally gave me a strange look. I remember her exact words. She said, ‘Alfred, the director means right away. He means now.’

I stood up and apologised to Ray, telling him I would be back in a few minutes. I walked along the corridor to David’s office feeling a little angry. Ours is a consensual department. We are scientists rather than managers. Hierarchies mean little to us, being treated as human beings means everything. David has, on the whole, got the hang of this and although he is a career civil servant he has fitted in quite well. He has certainly been here long enough to know I do not like being bullied or pressurised.

When I entered David’s office I forced myself to smile and  keep any sign of annoyance out of my voice. I said something like, ‘What’s the emergency?’

I think it is important to remind David that he is a manager and that I am a scientist. Without scientists, there would be no need for managers.

As usual David’s desk was absolutely clear of paper. A flatscreen computer monitor and keyboard sat on it, otherwise it was several square feet of matt black metal, relieved only by two sheets of paper. He lifted one of them, without inviting me to sit down, as he usually does. He waved it in front of me. I could not see what it was. Then he told me it was my  P45. He put it down on the desk and waited for me to say  something. At first I did not take in his words, then my heart started hammering. I replied that I did not understand.

David looked at me without smiling. He said, ‘I know you live somewhat in an ivory tower, Alfred, but even you must  be aware what a P45 is? You need it for the Inland Revenue  and social security people when your employment is terminated by your employer - in this case, us.’

I stared at him. David put down the first piece of paper and picked up the second. He explained that it was a letter, drafted in my name, to Fitzharris & Price. It was a request for a meeting to discuss the Yemen salmon project in the near future. The tone of the letter was apologetic and wheedling, explaining my delay in replying was due to pressure of work and expressing my hope that the opportunity to work together was still there. After I finished reading it I found I was trembling, but whether with annoyance or alarm, I was not sure.

David picked up the P45 again and took back the letter to  Fitzharris & Price. He held them up in front of me and explained in a neutral tone of voice, ‘Dr Jones, you can leave  the office with your P45 or you can take away this letter and  sign it and get it sent by messenger round to Fitzharris & Price. Personally, I am wholly indifferent which you choose to do, but I believe Fitzharris & Price has been told you are the man to talk to, otherwise I have to say I would not have given you the luxury of this choice.’

I looked around me for a chair. I saw one on my left and asked if I could sit down.

David looked at his watch and told me he had an appointment with the minister in half an hour. He said, ‘The minister will be asking me for a progress report on this project. What am I going to be able to tell him?’

I swallowed several times. My legs were trembling. I pulled the chair across, sat in it and said, ‘David, this is wholly unreasonable—’

He interrupted me. ‘Which piece of paper are you going to leave this office with?’

I could not speak. This Nazi behaviour shocked me to the core. I pointed to the letter to Fitzharris & Price.

‘Then sign it now.’

‘May I have a moment to read it?’ I asked.

‘No.’

For a moment I almost lost control. I wanted to crumple the letter up and fling it in David Sugden’s face, but instead I found myself reaching inside my jacket for my fountain pen, and then I pulled the hateful rectangle of paper towards me and signed it.

David immediately took it from me and told me he would send it by messenger himself. He said he had cancelled all my diary appointments by email for the next month. I had one priority, and one priority only, if I wanted to keep my job. I had to meet Harriet Chetwode-Talbot, persuade her that  the National Centre for Fisheries Excellence was the only organisation that had any chance of coming up with a proposal for her salmon project, and I had to persuade her that I was the right man for that job.

I nodded. David stood up. He looked for a moment as if he was going to say something by way of apology or explanation. Then he checked his watch again and said, ‘I mustn’t keep the minister waiting.’

I left without saying anything further, I hope with some dignity.

Now, as I record these unpleasant events, I reflect that it would have been nice if Mary had been at home tonight. Sometimes one wants to talk things over with one’s partner. Mary doesn’t like long phone calls. She says phone calls are for information. The trouble is, she isn’t often at home to have the conversations that she doesn’t feel we should have on the phone. But I’m so proud of the way she is getting on.

I hope she will be proud of me when I tell her of the dignified way I stood up to David Sugden’s bully-boy tactics.




15 June 

I am writing this in the office.

Mary comes home tonight. I find I have been missing her. There is nothing to eat in the entire house. I must remember to call in at Marks & Spencer on the way home. I will buy some ready-to-eat meals. I must remember to get a new pair of pyjamas, as the elastic has gone in my present (Tesco) pair. I have kept a note of the mean time between failure (MTBF) of various things like socks - hole in the heel; pyjamas - elastic cord failure. I am afraid that I can detect a clear downward trend, almost a planned obsolescence, in  some of these products. I am hoping Marks & Spencer will be more reliable.

No bowel movement this morning. A sure sign of stress. I did go for a run, however, and burned off some of the anger that has been churning inside me like bile.

This morning I received a phone call. Sally buzzed through to me and said there was a Harriet Someone on the line from Fitzharris & Price, and would I take the call? For a moment, glorious rebellion: I so nearly said, ‘No, tell her I’m busy.’ But instead I told Sally to put the call through - a girl’s voice with what I would call a cut-glass accent asked if she was speaking to Dr Jones.

She was very polite. She apologised for disturbing me, told me she understood I had been very busy with some major projects and said she would not have disturbed me at present except that her client was being very pressing. Then she asked if I recalled her original letter about introducing salmon to the Yemen?

I made an assenting sound at the back of my throat. I did not trust myself to speak. She took this to mean yes and asked when we could meet. For a moment I was tempted to shout, ‘Never!’ but instead I found myself agreeing to go and visit her at her office in St James’s Street the following morning.

‘Will your client be there?’ I asked.

‘No, he is in the Yemen. But he is anxious to meet you on one of his future trips over here. That is, if you agree to take this any further after our meeting tomorrow.’ We agreed on a time to meet at her office in St James’s Street.

 

Later

Mary has just come home. She arrived at Heathrow this morning about seven and went straight to her office, and of  course she has overdone it. She looked at the Marks & Spencer Italian Selection I had purchased and said, ‘I’m sorry, Alfred, I’ve just got no appetite.’

Naturally I didn’t want to bore her with my problems when she was so exhausted. However, she revived over a glass of wine and talked for a while about US banking regulations. Most interesting. She has gone to bed now, and so will I in a moment.

It would have been nice if we could have talked a bit about my problems at work, but I must not be self-centred.




16 June 

My meeting at Fitzharris & Price was not quite what I expected.

I cannot help but feel resentful towards these people who have disturbed the relative tranquillity of my life with their absurd ideas. My intention was to be damning without being rude, discouraging without being negative. I still feel, as I write this, that their proposal is so stupid that it will soon wither and die.

When I arrived at the F&P offices I found an elegant  reception area, with an elegant receptionist commanding it from behind a large partners’ desk. Opposite the desk were a pair of comfortable-looking leather sofas and a low glass table with Country Life and The Field laid out on it. Before I could sample any of these luxuries Ms Harriet Chetwode-Talbot came out to meet me.

She thanked me for sparing the time to come and see her. She was courteous, elegant, tall and slender. She appeared to me to be dressed as if she was about to go out to lunch at a smart restaurant rather than for a day’s hard work in the  office. Mary always says it is demeaning for working women to dress themselves up like that. She herself is a strong believer in sensible, practical working clothes which do not accentuate the wearer’s femininity.

We went into Ms Chetwode-Talbot’s office, which looked out over St James’s Street. The windows were double-glazed and the room was quiet and full of light. Instead of going behind her desk she guided me to two armchairs facing each other across a low mahogany table on which were set out a white china coffee pot and two cups on a tray. We sat down, and she pulled the tray towards her and poured out two cups of coffee. Then she said, and I remember her exact words, ‘I expect you think we are all absolute idiots.’

This was unexpected. I began to trot out some long-winded comments about the unusual nature of the project, how it was outside the mainstream of the centre’s work, and how I felt a degree of concern that we might all waste quite a lot of time and achieve nothing.

She listened patiently and then said, ‘Please call me Harriet. My surname is such a mouthful it really is too much to ask anyone to use it.’

I blushed. Perhaps Chetwode-Talbot has metamorphosed in pronunciation in the way Cholmondely has become Chumly, or Delwes Dales - one of those trick pronunciations invented by the English to confuse one other.

Then she suggested it might help if I understood some of the background.

I nodded; I needed to know who or what I was dealing with. Harriet - I don’t think it is appropriate for us to be on Christian-name terms, but it is quicker to write just her first name in this diary - began to explain. I crossed my legs and clasped my hands over my knees and generally tried to assume  the expression my tutor at university used to adopt when I had put in a particularly bad piece of work which he was about to tear to shreds.

Harriet gave me a faint smile and explained that I had probably gathered by now that Fitzharris & Price were chartered surveyors and property consultants, not fisheries scientists.

I told her I appreciated the point.

She bowed her head in acknowledgement and explained that for many years the business of her office had been acquiring agricultural or sporting estates in the UK on behalf of overseas clients - in particular, Middle Eastern buyers. Fitzharris had discovered quite quickly that its clients didn’t just want it to buy the estates but also manage them in their absence.

That had led Fitzharris into providing technical expertise on a whole range of subjects, such as land agents’ services and help with recruiting estate employees through to advice on farming practice, sporting lets, obtaining planning permission for building new country houses, and so on.

Of course, Harriet told me, most of their clients are very wealthy, and are fond of often quite ambitious projects to improve the properties they buy. Then she said, ‘We have one such client who has been with us for a number of years. His wealth derives in part from oil, but if there is such a thing as a typical oil sheikh, he is not it. He is a most unusual, visionary man.’

Harriet paused to refill our cups with fresh coffee, and I found myself reluctantly admitting to myself that however foolish the project was, there was nothing foolish about this woman.

She added, ‘I am not going to attempt to describe what my  client’s motivation is. I think it is important you try and understand it, if you decide to help us, but it is for him alone to tell you about that part.’ She continued, ‘He is a man we hold in great respect in this firm. He is an excellent steward and landlord of the properties he has bought in this country, an employer everyone would want to work for, but people like working for him because of his personal qualities and not because he is enormously wealthy. Moreover, he is an Anglophile, which is perhaps less usual in the Yemen than in some other parts of the region, and his prominence in his own country means he is viewed as a key potential ally in Yemeni councils by the Foreign Office here.’

‘Ah,’ I said.

‘Indeed, Dr Jones. I think you are aware there is a political dimension to all of this.’ She did not attempt to call me Alfred. ‘I know you will have had some pressure brought to bear on you from within government. Believe me, it was not of our doing and I very much regret it. We would rather you took on this job, impossible as it may seem at the moment, of your own free will, or else not at all. And that will certainly be the view of our client.’

‘Ah,’ I repeated, and then when she appeared to have stopped speaking, ‘Well. You were speaking about introducing salmon into the Yemen.’

‘And salmon fishing. I believe it is intended to be fly-fishing only, no spinning.’

‘No spinning,’ I repeated.

‘Are you a salmon fisherman, Dr Jones?’ asked Harriet. For some reason I blushed again, as if I was about to admit to something covert and slightly sinister. Perhaps I was.

‘As a matter of fact, I am very keen. Perhaps not as unusual amongst us fisheries people as you might think. Of course I  nearly always put back any fish I catch. Yes, I enjoy it very much.’

‘Where do you fish?’

‘Here and there. I like to try different rivers. I’ve fished the Wye, the Eden and the Tyne in England; the Tay and the Dee and a few smaller Scottish rivers. I don’t get much time for it nowadays.’

‘Well, if you take this project on I’m sure my client will ask you to fish with him at his place in Scotland.’ Then she added with a smile, ‘And perhaps one day you’ll fish on the Wadi Aleyn, in the Yemen.’

I saw where this was going.

‘Well, there are a few problems with that idea,’ I suggested. This time Harriet crossed her legs, a movement that somehow caught my eye, and clasped her hands around her knees and looked at me critically, just as I had tried to do to her a moment or two earlier.

‘Let’s go through some of them,’ she suggested.

‘First, water,’ I said. ‘Salmon are fish. Fish need water.’ Harriet only looked at me when I said that, so I had to continue. ‘Specifically, as I said in my letter, salmon need cool, well-oxygenated water. The temperature should ideally not exceed eighteen degrees Celsius. The best conditions are rivers fed by snow melt or springs, although some varieties of salmon can live in lakes if they are deep and cool enough. So there’s a fundamental problem, right there.’

Harriet stood up and went across to her desk, took a file from it and then sat down again.

Opening the file she said, ‘Water. Parts of the Yemen have up to 250 millimetres of rainfall a month in the wet summer season. It is brushed by the monsoon, like parts of the Dhofar region in the south of Oman. On top of surface water  run-off from the summer storms, there is constant recharging of the groundwater. People didn’t use to think there was much groundwater in the Yemen but since they started looking for oil they have found one or two big new aquifers. So, yes, water is a huge problem, but there is water there. The wadis become rivers, and pools and lakes form in the summer.’

This was surprising.

‘Then there is the question of water temperature. I suppose you’re going to tell me the Yemen isn’t that hot, but if it is, the oxygen will leave the water and the fish will die.’

Harriet looked at her file again and said, ‘We’re thinking mountains. That’s where the rain is, and the elevations in the central highlands go up to over 3000 metres. At that height the temperatures are bearable. The night-time temperatures go down to well below twenty Celsius even in the summer. And Pacific salmon get as far south as California - as long as the water is aerated, they seem to be able to survive. I don’t mean to be telling you your business, Dr Jones; just that it might not be as open and shut as you first thought.’

I paused, and then said, ‘Salmon parr feed off certain types of fly life, and if we introduced salmon from English rivers they would only recognise food that came from those rivers.’

‘Perhaps that can be introduced along with the fish? There are plenty of flies in the Yemen, at any rate. English ones might adapt if the local fly life didn’t taste good.’ She closed her file with a snap and looked at me with a smile.

‘Then,’ I said with mounting irritation, ‘the salmon parr grow up into smolts, and the smolts want to find the sea, and the particular part of the sea they want to find is just south of Iceland - at least if the fish broodstock comes from an English or Scottish river. How do you suppose these fish will get there? Through the Suez Canal?’

‘Well,’ she said thoughtfully, ‘that’s one of the problems you would have to solve, of course. But if it was me, and of course I’m a completely non-technical person, I’d think along the lines of constructing holding ponds at the bottom of the wadis seeded with salmon, keeping the water cool, injecting it with oxygen if necessary, and confining the salmon there for three or four years. I read somewhere that in Canada salmon stay in the lake systems for that amount of time.’

‘And what then?’

‘Catch them all, then start again?’ She stood up, looking at her watch. ‘Dr Jones, I’ve taken up far too much of your time already. I’m very grateful indeed for you coming and listening to all this. I know how outlandish it is. But please don’t dismiss it here and now. Take a couple of days to think about it, and then I’ll call you again, if I may. Remember, all you have to commit to at this stage is a feasibility study. You’re not going to be putting your reputation on the line. And remember too, if you will, that my client can commit very large financial resources to this project, should they be needed.’

And then I was back in the reception area, shaking hands and saying goodbye, almost without knowing how I got there. She turned and walked back to her office, and I couldn’t help watching her as she went. She did not look back.




17 June 

Last night I gave my talk to the local humanist society. My theme was that if we believed in God, we immediately created an excuse for tolerating injustice, natural disasters, pain and loss. Christians and other religionists argue that God does not create suffering but the world in which suffering occurs, and suffering allows us to rediscover our oneness with God.  I argued that such an approach stood logic on its head. All disasters, all loss, all suffering, demonstrate that there cannot possibly be a God, for why would a deity who is omnipotent create a universe so prone to disaster and accident? Religious faith, I argued, was invented in order to pacify the grieving multitudes and ensure they did not ask the really difficult questions, which if answered, would tend to lead to progress.

We were quite a big group that evening: seven or eight of us. Muhammad Bashir, a grizzled old Pakistani from down the road, is a regular attender. I think he wants to save me from myself. At any rate, he knows me well and likes me even though I am, by his lights, a blasphemer.

‘Dr Jones,’ he asked, ‘you are a fisherman, are you not?’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘When I can.’

‘And how many hours do you fish before you catch something?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ I replied, not clear what he was driving at. ‘Many hundreds of hours, sometimes.’

‘So why do you fish? Is that not a bad use of your time?’

‘Because I hope in the end I will catch one,’ I replied.

The old man hissed with glee, rubbed his beard with his right hand and said, ‘Because you believe. Hope is belief. You have the beginnings of faith. Despite all the evidence, you want to believe. And when you catch one, what do you feel? A great happiness?’

‘A very great happiness,’ I said, smiling at him. It did him good to win the occasional argument with me, so I let him. I didn’t use the thousand logical and statistical arguments I could have done to put him down. I let him finish.

‘You see, Dr Jones, you believe, and in the end your belief brings you great happiness. You are rewarded for your constancy and your faith, and the reward is much greater  than the possession of a fish, which you could buy for little money at Tesco. So you are, after all, not so very different to the rest of us.’




18 June 

This evening, after dinner, Mary looked up from the cross-word and said to me, ‘I’m going away for a fortnight to work in our Geneva office.’

This happened about once every year, so it wasn’t a total surprise. I raised my eyebrows to register mild disappointment and asked her when she was going.

‘On Sunday.’

I reminded her that we had booked in weeks ago for a weekend’s walking and birdwatching with my brother in the Lake District.

‘I know,’ said Mary. ‘I’m awfully sorry. But someone in the Geneva office has gone on sick leave, and they need me to cover and I know the office. Perhaps you could come with me and we could walk in the hills by Lake Evian?’ But then she thought better of it and said that she would probably have to work Saturdays as well, to find her way into her the job. ‘Anyway,’ she added, ‘you’ve got your weird fish project on, and you’d better stay with that to keep David Sugden happy.’

I told her rather stiffly that I had not decided whether to do that yet.

‘You should,’ she said.

The rest of the evening was a bit of a frost, but when we went to bed, I think Mary must have felt a little guilty about the way she had changed her plans. Suffice to say, my new Marks & Spencer pyjamas were not required for the early  part of the night! A relatively rare event in our marriage of late.

Afterwards Mary said, ‘There now, darling, that should keep you going for a bit,’ and turned on her side and seemed to go to sleep. For a moment I felt a bit like a dog that has just been given a biscuit, but then drowsiness swept across me and I started to doze.

I fell into a waking dream, and saw the bright sunlight of the Yemen uplands and the glittering pools of water where hen salmon were laying their eggs amongst the gravel, 800  eggs per pound of body weight, and the cock salmon were injecting milt amongst them. The salmon eggs were fertilised. They hatched into little alevins. They wriggled about in the clear water and grew into fry, then parr. At each stage of their evolution the fish became larger and stronger, until they had smolted and were ready to make their journey to the sea. If we seeded a wadi in the Yemen with fish from an English river, would those fish head down to the sea in the summer rains, once they had grown? Would the smell of the saltwater lure them to the Indian Ocean, even if it was the wrong ocean? I rather thought so. And if we trapped them downstream and shipped them in purpose-built tanks back to the North Sea so that they could run to their feeding grounds in Iceland, what then? Would they overwinter there and then head back for their native English river, or would they try and find the Indian Ocean?

We could radio tag them. Imagine the excitement if we tracked them heading down the African coast, searching for their new home.

Suddenly I wanted this project. It was so strange that fundamental new science might be discovered. Our whole understanding of the nature of species migration might be  transformed. We might witness, over time, the evolution of a new subspecies of salmon which could tolerate warm water, perhaps learn to feed itself in the rich soup of the Indian Ocean.

Then Mary said loudly, ‘What?’

‘What do you mean, what?’

‘You were talking. In your sleep. About spawning. And egg production. Is that what you think about after we’ve made love? About your bloody fish and their reproductive cycles?’

She switched on her bedside light and sat up. She was for some reason wide awake now and very upset. I’ve noticed that guilt makes people go on the attack. Perhaps that was what it was all about. At any rate, I didn’t want a row, about salmon reproductive cycles or anything else, so I said pacifically, ‘Darling, I wish we could do a bit of reproducing of our own.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she replied. ‘We both know that until either I am earning more than £100,000 a year or you are earning more than £70,000 - which seems unlikely in view of your present relations with your department - then our after-tax income simply will not be sufficient to compensate for the additional cost of a child. Besides, I’m not ready to interrupt my career for three months, or even a month. Pregnancy might affect my chances of promotion, which right now I think are rather better than yours. You know all that. Why bring it up again?’

Then she yawned. At least she had forgotten what had woken her up originally. She looked a little bewildered.

I said, ‘I know, darling. You’re right. Switch out the light and let’s get some sleep.’

But I couldn’t sleep. I lay awake thinking about our  marriage, and wondering whether I was being unfair to Mary, or she to me. I asked myself whether things might have been different if we had had children. I thought about salmon spawning in the highlands of the Yemen. Round and round my head went these thoughts, chasing each other like salmon parr wriggling in the shimmering water of a stream.

I got out of bed and came next door. I thought that maybe writing up my diary would help me sleep.

It hasn’t.
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Onsereen picture of a
dishwasher

Studio applause

Contestant (in shot with presener,
shaking hands)

“Thank you very much, Mr
Mubammad, what s t
machine?”

Male vio
“Farrukh, tonight you have won a
dishwasher with fourteen place
settings, a six-wash programme,
three wash temperatures, a high-
erade stainless steel interior, &
double waterproof system and a
child safety lock. You can load it
with porcelain, crystal glasses,
bone-handled cutlery and it won't
do the slightest damage. And
theresa three-year parts and labour|
warranty”

Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
“A big hand for Farrukh. And now
let's welcome our next contestant!”|
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Presenter studio
1.20

Dramatic background music

Audience shots of No!"and “Way
0 g0, Farrukh!”

Muhammad Jaballah (in shot with
contestant)

“Okay, Farrukh, here’s the first
question

what animal can cross the desert
for ten days without any food or
water?

Contestant (close up)
It sounds like a

Mubammad Jaballah (close up)
“Don't guess now, Farrukh. Don’t
say the first thing that comes into
ise you'll be on
Your way back to Dugan with
nothing, and we wouldn'tlike that
now, would we?”

Contestant (in shot with presenter)
isa.

Mubammad Jaballah (close up)
“Before you answer, Farrukh, have
alook at these choices and tell me
which of these thre possible
answers is the correct one.”

Multiple-choice question
0030

Male vio
“Okay, Farrukh, if you can answer
correctly which of these three
animals can cross the desert for ten
days without food or water, then
you will win the firstof to
major prizes
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NN N B lost his
mother and stood in the middle of the street screaming.
Sunday papers arrived at last four weeks late but before we
had a chance to clean up and read them we were given new.
orders.

H I I B -
(SN O D N didn'c chink we
were supposed to be that close to the [ INEEEEG—_—
Anyway, orders is orders and I suppose we've got to go there.
1 haven’t even been allowed time to go back to base and get
a change of clothes. A clean shirt would be nice.

Thinking of you all the time, much love
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Theme music

Still photograph of a Pakistani
male in his carly tw

Prizes for the People.”
Male voicelover

“Farrukh from Dugan will be our
first contestant. But for now let’
learn more about Dugan, the
wonderful village which Farrukh
comes from.”

Presenter location link
060

Dugan, Northern Frontier Distrit,
Pakistan

Presenter walks through the ruins
of drystone-walled houses,
surrounded by the remains of an
almond grove in blossom.

ed stumps indicate
recent fire. Presenter stops in front
of the remains of one house.
distinguished by a bomb crater in
front of it

Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
“Thisis Dugan, oncea thriving
village inthe north of Pakistan, set
amidstbeautiful almond groves
with snoweapped mountains
behind. A lovely place, and ina
‘moment we'll meet the lovely
people who live here.
Sadly, s youcan see, a Tomahawk
cruise missile landed here a

‘months agoand did some damage.
The house behind me was Farrukhs
andunfortunately the explosion
Knocked down most o the building,
andsome of Farrukh’s family were:
fatalities.

But, hey, that’s why we're here o,
try and bring a smile back onto the
faces of Farrukh and his friends”

Presenter studio
0040

Muhanmad Jaballa
on'set, in the studi
He is wearing black robes cdged
with gold. In the backeround are
cuto

inflated plastic camel pokes its
head up above the dunes while
Muhammad speaks.

now seen

Mubammad Jaballah (in vision)
“Tonight Farrukh and his friends
from his village, Imran and
Hassan, will compete in the very
first show of Prizes for the People.
Tam thrilld o have this
opportunity to change their lives.
This is more than justa quiz show
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So good to hear from you. I'm sure this letter will take
ages o get 1o you bur where we are now is abour a
I il from anywhere Under Security Regu-
lations Chapter X11 Section 83 all references which might indi-
cate the location, intention or capability of a wnit must be
deleted from correspondence. Security Office, BEPO Basra and
the hear is at least [l degrees in the shade See above.
Security Office, BFPO Basra. 1 am not allowed to tell you
what we are doing but it is nor a whole lot of fun, and
conditions arc [N DN The Iragis
are cither very friendly or absolutely murderously
| O W so a lctter from
home is a chance to escape and forger all this for a few
minutes. Keep writing. Each letter you send me is like a long
cool drink of water.

Il stop now. The [N ccnsor at Basra will
probably delete most of this anyway. Sir or Madam, as
noted eatlier, under Chapter X11 Section 83 we are required by
military regulations to delete references i private cor-
respondence which might compromise the unit concerned or
othenvise act against the interests of British forces. Security
Office, BEPQ Basra
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Graphics A. Flephant
B.Ox
C. Camel
Find out what Farrukh thinks the
right answer is afir the break”

COMMERCIAL BREAK

Presenter studio Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
‘arrukh, is the answer A, B, or C?
Take your time now”

Contestant (in close up)
sa

Muhammad Jaballah (in close up)

Dramatic music “Take your time, Farrukh — you
don’twant to get this first question.
wrong. But, give me the right
answer and the first of tonight’s
fabulous prizes will be yours.”

Contestant (close up)

Audience applause . isa camel, no?"

Muhammad Jaballah (in close up)

Audience laughter “Well done, Farrukh. Its the right
answer Itis a camel!”

Muhammad Jabal ion
Inflatable canel jogs up and down | “And here’s the first big pri
the dunes tonight, Farrukh, and it yours to

take home with you to Dugan after
the show tonight”
Audience applase.
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he camera pans across (0 two
chairs facing each other centre
tage at the front of the set.
Thheme music

The first contestant, Farrukh,
enters from stage left and walks
across to it opposite Muhammad
Applause

we're going (o do good.”

Male vio
“And now a big welcome for
Farrukh from Dugan!”

Presenter studio
100

Mubammad Jaballah
“Tell us about yourself, Farrukh.
Where do you come from?”

Contestant (camera pans across)
I come from Dugan, in the Tribal
Areas.

Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
“Farrukh, in a few moments we are.
going 10 ask you a question. Not
very hard, but you have o get it
vight. But first tell us about Du

Contestant in shot with presenter)
“Dugan i a very beautiul village:
butit has been a litle it exploded.
“The generator is blown up and the

and some of the houses have fallen
down.

Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
Farrukh, that’s very sad, and I hope
that today you will be able to win
some prizes. So now lets see if you
can answer the first question?”

Theme music

Fade to black, then back in vision
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N N e drove down a street and suddenly
L1 | | PN
pointing the wrong way. [l NN N
[ I N N :nid the helicopter
arrived after a few anxious minutes, [INEEG_—_—_
I N B .
very beautiful old mosque with blue tiles [N
I I I picces as a result of an error by a
US Cobra pilor. Apart from that nothing exciting has hap-
pened, it is mostly the hear and the flies that get us down.
Yesterday we drove into a village near [N
I and came across a small boy in
the streer. There had been a visit by the Sunni insurgents
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Episode One
(Duration 30 minutes)

Prizes for the People

Theme music

Presenter welcome and
introduction
0030

Presenter is standing in the ruins
ofavillage

Muhammad Jaballah (in vision)
“Goodevening. 'm Muhammad
Jaballah, and I'm standing here in
the middie of the village of Dugan
inthe Northern Frontier District of
Pakistan. The villagers of Dugan
have been going through a tough
time recently, s their government
battlesfor the control of the area
with the Taliban andal-Qaeda. But
now things are about o change for
them. They are going o joinme in
my new show, a show that il est
the wits of contestants from all over
the Middle Eastand Asia. And, if
they gettherightanswers, their lives|
will undergo the most incredible
transformation. They will wir
prizes beyond their wildest dreams
Welcome o our great new show,






