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Rodent’s rambles Letters to the editor

We welcome letters by post or email. Please send correspondence to: Editor, 
LSE Magazine, Press and Information Offi ce, LSE, Houghton Street, London 
WC2A 2AE. Email: lsemagazine@lse.ac.uk. The editor reserves the right to cut 
and edit letters.

Towards the middle of last year I was 
having coffee with Hamish MacItup from the 
Tawney Institute. We were comparing strate-

gies for responding to the Research Assessment 
Exercise, which requires all academics to produce 
four ‘outputs’ for grading by a national panel of 
experts. The greater the success of a department 
or a university in this exercise, the greater both its 
prestige and its income. So plenty was at stake. 
Hamish pointed out that the government, if not 
this time, then next time, was toying with a metric 
way of doing things. Careful researchers would 
count the number of times your work was quoted 
or cited, and score you accordingly. The more you 
were talked about, the better. It was at this point 
that, as if by simultaneous magic, we hit upon the 
perfect response. The more outlandish a book, 
Hamish suggested, and the more it challenged 
the reader by fl aunting things he or she couldn’t 
possibly know about, the more widely it would 
be authoritatively quoted. We remembered that, 
only a couple of years back, Gabriella Mishkoff’s 
massive and suggestive trans-disciplinary study, 
Into the Curate’s Barometer: Haydn, Habermas, 
and the evolution of the post-pastoral mind had 
been on the late night talk show agenda for 
weeks. The book stalked on the edges of lectures 
and bounced along in discussions. If Mishkoff 
could do it, so could we.

The problem was deadlines. Could we write 
an impenetrably brilliant trans-disciplinary tour 
de force in a month? It was then that Hamish 
produced his wonder stroke. Neither of us, we 
realised, had ever read, or even glanced at, Into 
the Curate’s Barometer. But we had certainly 
talked about it, as had most of our 
friends and colleagues. There 
was the answer. We were 
both well acquainted with the 
London reviewing world, and 
had friends in the weeklies 
and monthlies. A few good 
dinners, and we were all set. 
Over two consecutives weeks, 
on either side of 1 April, fi ve 
members of our conspiracy 
would print, under their own 
names, reviews which we had 
written in fi ve different styles, four 
greeting with unstinting praise 
and one with furious hostility our 

International
Climate change
Concerning the article on climate change (LSE 
Magazine, winter 2006), reference is naturally 
made to the Stern Review. That review is by no 
means universally accepted. Furthermore, it has at 
least one very odd aspect. It lists a large number 
of documents which it has taken into account. 
Astonishingly, however, it makes no mention at 
all of the reports of the House of Lords Select 
Committee into the Economics of Climate Change. 
The body involved had fi ve ex-cabinet ministers, 
was all-party, and its report was unanimous. The 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) is the body mainly responsible for putting 
out very strong views to the effect that climate 
change is a major problem. Yet the House of 
Lords Committee attacked, as recently as 2004, 
the IPCC in extremely strong terms, more or 
less suggesting that they were not up to the job. 
Stern is naturally entitled to disagree with all that 
but not even to mention it is quite extraordinary.

I very much enjoy going to LSE lectures but again 
I have found that, at any rate on the question of 
climate change, the panel is exclusively formed 
of people who have already made up their 
minds. A debate with protagonists on both sides 
would, it seems to me, be a huge improvement.

Stuart Wheeler
London, UK

Fabian connections
In connection with the installation of the 
Fabian window in LSE’s Shaw Library, I write 
to let you know that the stained glass artist 
Caroline Townshend was my great-aunt, and 
my mother passed on to me a small collection 
of memorabilia about her work. My mother, 
then Joan Hillersdon Keeling, graduated from 
LSE in 1936; her mother, Rachel Townshend 
Keeling, who was Carrie’s sister, was active 
in Fabian and Labour Party circles in London 
between the wars, and served as a Labour 
councillor for Bethnal Green on the LCC 
under Herbert Morrison. Her father, Frederick 
Keeling, had been a rising star of the Fabians 
before the war, but died at the front in 1916.

In 1956 my husband Denis and I, with Jim 
Durbin, a reader in statistics at LSE and fellow 
member of the LSE Mountaineering Club (MC), 
and student doctor Edward Williams, made 
an LSE MC expedition to the Karakoram 
mountains between Pakistan and China.

The photograph (above) is of our expedition 
group, printed in the Evening News on 1 June 
1956. [From left to right] Edward Williams became 
Professor of Nuclear Medicine at the Middlesex 
Hospital, Denis and myself became educational 
psychologists and worked in the same team for 
the Cheshire Education Authority until retirement, 
and Jim Durbin continued his career at LSE, 
becoming Professor of Mathematical Statistics, 
now emeritus, and an LSE honorary fellow.

Last summer all four of us met up again at Jim 
and his wife’s home in Suffolk to celebrate the 
50th anniversary of this expedition, Edward and 
Jim both then 82, Denis 80 and myself 76. 

William Baxter
I was very glad to see a copy of the last 
LSE Magazine. A young Canadian lady who 
graduated about 50 years after I did (1953) 
was kind enough to share her copy with me. 
We were both in Cameroon (central Africa), 
she with her husband who is with the UN 
and I representing Israeli business interests.

I was very moved when I came across the 
obituary on Professor William Baxter who 
was head of the Department of Accounting 
in my time. His invitation to myself and my 
fellow overseas students to his house in 
Golders Green, ‘for tea’ as he put it, was a 
heart warming experience for a young 18 year 
old in a foreign land. You have no idea how 
his gesture of friendship and genuine open 
hospitality was appreciated by a young man 
far away from home. Thanks for the memory!

David S Cohen (BSc Econ 1953)
Israel

The six week expedition was one of the most 
exciting and exhilarating periods of our lives. 
We received a grant from the Mount Everest 
Foundation, and one for medical research by 
Edward, which enabled the expedition to go 
ahead as, apart from these, we only had meagre 
personal savings. A particular mountain, Lukpe 
Lawo Brakk standing 21,630 feet, captured 
our imagination, but  bad weather prevented us 
from reaching the summit. A second attempt 
on it did not take place until 1985 when 
that team found an ice axe – still in excellent 
condition – left behind at our last camp. 

Denis and I celebrate our 57th anniversary 
this year, so the School did well for us! 

Gwen Greenald (BA Sociology 1951, MA 
Sociology 1954, Certifi cate in Mental Health 1955) 
and Denis Greenald (BSc Government 1950)
Chester, UK

My grandfather and Caroline Townshend’s 
brother-in-law, Frederick Keeling (always 
called Ben for some reason), was a prolifi c 
correspondent; a volume of his letters 
was published under the title Keeling 
Letters by Allen & Unwin in 1918, with an 
introduction by HG Wells and an appreciation 
by Arthur Greenwood. Greenwood was 
particularly interested in the work that 
Keeling did on child labour before the war, 
especially while working as the manager 
of the Labour Exchange in Leeds.

Hugo Radice
Leyburn, N Yorks, UK

Expedition reunionNo.1 Bestseller
astonishingly brilliant and wholly unclassifi able 
work, Glass, Gadamer, and Godot: the music of 
timelessness, and the delays of time. The beauty 
of the scheme was that since the book would be 
called into being by the virtual world of reputation, 
we wouldn’t need actually to write it: the reviews 
would be enough. It would exist in the minds of 
those who, like Hamish and I with Mishkoff, would 
never dream of actually seeking out the thing itself.

Within two days of the fi rst glowing discussion in 
a prominent Sunday newspaper, Glass had been 
quoted in the House of Lords, attacked by two 
bishops, mentioned in the letter columns of three 
national newspapers, anathematised on a north 
American evangelical radio station, and cited in, 
to our knowledge, at least one LSE lecture. Press 
and television were seldom off the phone. Our 
future in the metric stakes was secure.

There was only one fl aw in the scheme. If the 
review panel relied on metrics we were safe. All 
that mattered was how many times something 
was cited, not how good it was or even if it 
existed. But the rumour was that this time 
round a mixed methodology was going to be 
used, so the assessors would want to read the 
book. But then we remembered the Emperor’s 

new clothes. How could anyone possibly admit 
that they hadn’t already read our sparkling 
achievement? No one would dare ask to be 
provided with a copy lest it be thought they 
didn’t already have one, or weren’t quite sure 
what it was about. And so it proved. No one 
got more stars than us in the fi nal round. We’d 
got it sorted.

Or so I thought until, a couple of days ago, I met 
Hamish in the British Library. ‘You’re looking 
rather glum,’ I said. ‘So should you be,’ he 
replied.‘Haven’t you read it yet?’ ‘Read what?’ 

‘Gaskin McIllivray, Stravinsky and the Revenge of 
String Theory – he’s dismissed us as naïve post-
modernists. Look at the reviews.’ He smiled, and 
disappeared in the direction of Egyptology.  ■ 

Rodney Barker

‘Unique ... unrivalled... 
this is a book that 
challenges the very 
nature of existence’




