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primarily focuses on cannabis, which for him is 
the litmus test for the more general decline he 
laments – typified by the instant gratification of 
chemical stupor (and that for him to be fair includes 
alcohol and tobacco). it is instructive to scrutinise 
the acknowledgements to ascertain who has 
helped inform the thinking and provided anything 
approaching scientific rigour. only two names are 
mentioned in this context; kathy gyngell formerly 
of the centre for social Justice and Dr Mary Brett. 
kathy gyngell’s views will be well-known to drug 
policy watchers, Mary Brett less so. she is an 
ardent anti-cannabis campaigner and the former 
head of biology at a top flight grammar school, 
who voluntarily resigned from the education and 
prevention sub-group of ian Duncan-smith’s 2007 
inquiry into the state of drugs in Britain (part of 
David cameron’s policy overview Breakthrough 
Britain) on the grounds that she could not be 
objective about cannabis. 

no sensible person would argue that cannabis 
is a safe drug; a totally safe drug is inert – and so 
technically not a drug at all. But peter Hitchens’ 
‘evidence-base’ for the dangers of cannabis is 
utterly compromised as demonstrated by the 
statement on page 139 that cannabis is’ one of 
the most dangerous drugs known to man’ – an 
interesting comment when he earlier accuses 
cannabis reformers of misleading the ‘ill-informed 
with crude propaganda’.

in attacking the drug culture of the sixties 
and seventies, you might think that the brunt of 
Hitchens’ ire would bear down on maybe the rolling 
stones, timothy leary, John lennon or any one 
of a number of counter-cultural icons of the age. 
But no, those in his sights, include such renegades 
as Baroness Wootton of abinger who chaired the 
1968 committee which recommended the a-B-c 
classification of drugs; richard crossman, Health 
and social security minister in Jim callaghan’s 
labour administration of 1970 – and wait for it, Bing 
spear, the chief inspector of Drugs at the Home 
office, who i knew personally and who publicly 
stated that his political views were ‘to the right of 
genghis khan’. Bing was a compassionate man 
when it came to the treatment of heroin addicts 
(enough to condemn him in Hitchens’ eyes), but was 
relentless in his pursuit of doctors he believed were 
irresponsible prescribers. to portray him as some 

Sergeant Peter’s Lonely hearts 
Club rant

this book is both more and less than its title. it is 
more than just an attack on successive government 
failures (as Hitchens sees it) effectively to prosecute 
the war on drugs. Hitchens is proud to be a 
christian moralist, a puritan, who hated the sixties 
and all it stood for and to that extent, The War We 
Never Fought is a tirade against an era which he 
firmly believes sparked a collapse in the moral 
wellbeing of the nation.

it is also less than its title. Hitchens does not, 
for example, accuse the establishment of turning 
a blind eye to heroin or cocaine use – rather he 
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kind of behind the scenes lobbyist in cahoots with 
hippy legalisers is laughable. 

the nub of Hitchens’ argument, is that while 
politicians have banged the ‘tough on drugs’ gavel, 
the realities of how the law is actually enforced 
is very different. But in default of anything that 
approaches a sensible political debate on drugs 
in this country, it is usually political suicide for 
an Mp, let alone a serving government minister 
to do anything else (although nick clegg might 
have broken the mould on that one). Hitchens is 
right when he says that the law reformers have 
hugely overstated the degree to which uk drug 
laws are repressive. this might be true on paper 
compared to some other european countries, but 
in general, what Hitchens decries as the result of 
a left-liberal establishment conspiracy to allow 
unfettered cannabis use for the benefit of its middle 
class intellectual cronies, is simply pragmatic and 
proportionate policing.

Hitchens is of the view that if we had banged 
up cannabis users en masse from the get-go then 
others would have got the message. We can see how 
well that policy has worked in america where since 
the sixties, millions of (mostly black) citizens have 
been imprisoned on charges of cannabis possession 
with no appreciable decline in use. Does he really 
want to see our already over-crowded prisons taken 
to the brink of collapse by stuffing them full of 
cannabis smokers? and think of the cost to the state 
of the Hitchens solution, which by the way, would 
also include all heroin and crack users, because in 
case you didn’t realise this, according to Hitchens, 
drug addiction is nothing more than a self-inflicted 
criminal pleasure.

the drugs debate interweaves complex strands 
of public health, law, history, politics, philosophy, 
economics, human rights, science and socio-cultural 
dynamics. only those who simply wave the shroud 
of morality will welcome this book.

In brief
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a health, criminal justice or social issue, but at 
heart a moral issue and as such appears immune 
to external entreaties about ensuring political 
outcomes take due notice of the evidence base. 

there is no evidence of any political will among 
successive uk governments for reform of the laws, 
especially when politicians know they will face 
an onslaught from our uniquely voracious tabloid 
press. consider the barrage of criticism the labour 
government faced from the tabloids, political 
opponents and the police over the very modest 
reclassification of cannabis. it was a decision that 
gordon Brown vowed to reverse months before 
asking the acMD to conduct a review. to their credit, 
having only recently done a thorough review, the 
acMD concluded that the class c rating remained 
valid. recently Jacqui smith, Home secretary at the 
time, says she now regretted her decision about 
cannabis. But if the boss has already made it clear 
what he wants in advance of any report, was it 
really her decision anyway?

Daly and sampson briefly set out the extreme 
solutions of legalisation and a tougher approach 
and then wisely set them to one side. they suggest 
that the uk could do down the decriminalisation 
route of several other countries, although in most 
of those countries (including portugal), before the 

law change, users 
faced jail time for 
simple possession, 
something that has 
not happened in the 
uk for decades.

However, any book 
examining drugs 
and drug policy has 
to come to some 
conclusions, even 
one based firmly in 
reportage such as this. 
What is left to the 
authors is ironically, 
a strategy which 
has actually been 
in place in the uk 
since the late nineties 
even if the delivery 
and outcomes vary 
hugely; namely a 
pragmatic approach 
to possession, 
drug education in 
schools, and proper 
investment in 
treatment.

What lies beneath

the media are always up for a ‘good’ drug story; the 
latest killer drug, celebrity indiscretions, boy or girl 
next-door drug deaths or yet another call for law 
reform. What is missing from the narrative is a clear 
oversight as to the extent that the drug economy 
has become part of the warp and weft of Britain’s 
financial fabric. Narcomania attempts to tease out 
the threads of our embedded drug culture and the 
contradictions and confusions that swirl around 
drug policy – giving rise to the title – resulting in 
a work which is compelling, pacey, measured and 
considering some of the people they spoke to, pretty 
brave. 

the authors are experienced journalists and 
seasoned writers on the subject, well used to 
stalking the mean streets in search of the telling 
story. Max Daly was for several years the Druglink 
editor at Drugscope and his co-author steve 
sampson has contributed several articles to 
the magazine over that period. in the course of 
researching the book, the authors have spoken to 
the widest range of sources, from psychonauts, city 
slickers, and active drug dealers through to policy 
experts, politician and media commentators.

using a documentary personal account style, 
Daly and simpson take us on a journey through 
the world of drugs, starting at the street level 
and working through the maze of middle market 
and upper level connections and out into the 
world wide web, examining the strategies and 
techniques adopted by street-smart gangsters 
to avoid detection. the early chapters play out 
like scenes from The Wire. then they cross the 
frontline to view the problem from the police 
perspective, exposing the myriad frustrations 
of trying to enforce the drug laws, not least 
the fact that however much the enforcement 
agencies devote in time and money, the financial 
muscle of the bad guys make police resources 
look like chump change. then we move into the 
murky world of high finance, where as recent 
high profile cases have revealed, some of the 
world’s most outwardly respectable financial 
institutions are not averse to getting their 
beaks wet (to use an old Mafia expression) by 
laundering the profits of drug trafficking.

so in the face of what appears to be 
a significant financial investment in the 
drugs trade, not simply by multiple levels of 
dealers and traffickers, but a whole range of 
enterprises from global banks to small high 
street businesses cleaning dirty money, what 
do you do about it? the authors then turn their 
attention to the uk policy response which they 
describe as a combination of inertia and fear. 
they correctly identify the main obstacle to 
having a ‘mature’ debate about drugs: it is not 
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