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INTRODUCTION

STEPHEN FRY

When friends die before their time they are missed in expected ways: memories of their company, the echo of their voice, the flash in their eyes, the rumble of their laugh and the swing of their gait can haunt and torment us. Personal quirks, mannerisms and traits represent a light that has gone out. But sometimes a person is missed for more pressing, selfish reasons. The loss of Christopher Hitchens is felt by those who knew him for all the foregoing, but by a huge tranche of those who never met him because the acuity, insight, originality and power of his mind and language are more urgently needed now than they have ever been.

Hitchens (“the Hitch” or “Christopher” but never, never, unless you wanted a verbal slap that could cause tears to spring to your eyes, never “Chris”) was crammed with accomplishments. He had an extraordinary memory, an impossibly fast and efficient ability to assemble information, synthesize ideas and express them on the fly in elegant, forceful and original language that could still a hall and quell an opponent. How someone who socialized, drank, dined, debated, broadcast, wrote and traveled so much also found time to read and think so widely and deeply was a mystery that puzzled even those who knew him well. There were gaps in his knowledge—his ignorance of serious music and almost all sport was as profound as his mastery of literature, history, philosophy, art, architecture, scientific theory, politics and world affairs. He could quote Larkin, Baudelaire and Billy Wilder with the accuracy of a fanboy and the next minute anatomize the nuanced variations of doctrine within Luxemburgist theory, the Pelagian heresy or Mevlevi Sufism.

The role of the public intellectual has had a fraught history in the United States and Great Britain. We look with envy to the respected position such figures seem to occupy in France, Italy and Spain. Some years ago the vituperative high-end bickering of Gore Vidal and William Buckley could entertain millions on network TV. Christopher, in his pomp, popped up on smaller niche stations like CNN and MSNBC but had at least the advantage of those appearances proliferating on YouTube and social media gaining him devoted followers—and his share of fierce detractors.

He made his bones and developed his chops (two phrases he would have hated) in the adversarial world of British left wing political discourse, where reflex, confidence, volume and unswerving conviction were the minimum requirements for survival. Starting out as a stout but idiosyncratically heterodox Trotskyist (he disavowed “Trotskyite”) Hitchens trod the well-worn path of sixties fellow-traveler, visiting eastern bloc satellite states as well as the expected Latin American, middle-eastern and Asian flash points. He mastered the complexities of Vietnam, Cyprus, Palestine, Central America, South Africa, Cuba and the Balkans, espousing just the views you would expect of a leftist forged in the fires of street demos, student sit-ins and fevered meeting rooms.

But with a depth of education and interests too broad to confine him to dogma and doctrine, and a pride and rigor too great to allow him the soft comforts of liberalism, he soon established himself in the role of Christopher the Contrarian, a persona he would take to the grave. In the 1980s and 90s loyal journalists and commentators of the left, (whom he was not above designating “the Mediahideen”) watched in alarm as his almost animal dislike and distrust of all things Clintonian, fueled by his absolute disgust for fundamentalist Islam, seemed to propel him ideologically into the arms of George W. and the Republicans. He was nobody’s spokesman but his own and those who presumed to second guess his views on anything from jazz to Jerusalem would invite the lash of his contemptuous tongue, yet nonetheless his last two decades on the planet saw him as much occupied with defending himself to erstwhile confreres of the left as with combating his old enemies on the right. He was no Norman Podhoretz, but to some it was beginning to look uncomfortably, in Animal Farm terms, as if the pig was now wearing…if not trousers then at least perhaps culottes. He coped with these assaults with all the firepower his rhetoric could bring to bear, even if it did sometimes make him look a little like an enthroned tyrant fly-whisking at gnats.

Despite his endearing deployment of an old-fashioned “sir” or “madam” when crossing swords with an adversary, Christopher in debate mode was never what you might call cuddly. Fond of him as I was, filled with admiration for his integrity, courage and intellectual honesty as one could not fail to be, in his presence I always found myself in awe and—truth be told—more than a little timid. He knew more than me about almost everything; no matter how much Johnny Walker Black Label had gone down him he thought with a cleaner, clearer, sharper mind and always had far less truck with compromise or accommodation. I am mostly a hand-wringing milquetoast who likes people to get along. Christopher had little patience with my kind of softness and the drift into moral cowardice that it can engender. I would not presume to call him my Jiminy Cricket, but access to him kept me kind of honest. Another selfish reason to miss him.

From his perspective recent history represented not a triumph of the right but a failure of the left. This is why his absence is felt so keenly today by all who value intelligent, informed, passionate public discourse. We want him to tell us what to think, or at least how to respond to all that is happening in our sublunary post-Hitchens world. We need to know how he would have engaged with an America led by Trump and a Britain riven by Brexit. It is clear what he thought of Hillary Clinton, but what would he have made of Bernie Sanders and Jeremy Corbyn? Would he have respected or fiendishly triggered the pampered campus darlings in their safe spaces? How would he have reacted to the imperial rise of the silicon valley tycoons and the oncoming tsunami of robotics and AI?

Christopher’s latter years were dominated, in the public’s imagination at least, by many well-publicized assaults on religion. Those written and spoken philippics, so forensically brilliant and astutely reasoned are probably what he will (at least in the short term) be best remembered for. The so-called New Atheist movement will turn on fortune’s wheel as all things do, but it would be a shame if people failed to understand Christopher’s real beef with churches, mosques and temples. He happened not to believe in a god, but that was a side issue. The visceral distrust of unwarranted authority and instinctive feel for the exploited that took him as a student from the killing fields of Indochina to the barrios of San Salvador also fired his contempt for popes and horoscopes, clerisy and heresy, Brahmas and lamas, prelates and zealots, friars, liars, shamans, laymen and the puffed and preposterous panoply of hermeneuts and exegetes to whom Truth and The Way have been revealed.

Combative, merciless and unyielding, the hard core of Hitchens was leavened by a fizzing yeast of humor. Being funny and finding the world funny were not incidental to him. The places of Waugh, Wodehouse and Wilde in his pantheon were central and defining. Only serious people have a sense of humor, only those who best understand the world can make us laugh.

To the last Christopher boldly and hilariously repudiated the possibilities of any afterlife save the kind represented by the publication of books like the one in your hands now. This welcome edition of the Last Interview series allows us to hear that marvelous voice again and for it to refuel our own engines of advocacy, argument and resistance.

Like his hero Orwell, Christopher’s mode of address to the political, cultural and social world stands outside the temporary issues of his time, whose provisional details and contingent concerns already seem strangely distant. He teaches us that reason, learning, engagement and commitment can turn tides. The Hitchens manner can never die.





HITCHENS ON THE MEDIA

INTERVIEW BY CARL RUTAN

C-SPAN

FEBRUARY 10, 1987

RUTAN: Christopher Hitchens, a Washington correspondent, uh, with The Nation, you write a column for them every two weeks. There are lots and lots of TV talk shows that news junkies can watch to get information or hear analysis. What do you think of these talk shows?

HITCHENS: Or to watch their friends, or to see how the press sort of massages itself in a narcissistic manner. I, um, I wrote a piece about it recently for Harper’s Magazine saying that the, really the level now of TV discussion of ideas and politics has become humiliatingly low, that it’s the province of various, well what I call, repertory company of pundits, who take themselves far too seriously, who take each other far too seriously, and are taken by too many viewers more seriously than they deserve because these programs are very light minded, very frivolous. Usually they’re contrived, though they pretend not to be—the fix is in. There are built-in limits to what’s going to be said or can be said. And that it’s, I suggest towards the end of my thesis—maybe for this reason—that the culture of journalism in Washington has become so sycophantic. The president didn’t have a really tough press conference until he was six years into his, uh, presidency and when the country was entering into tremendous crisis, only then did he start getting tough questions.

RUTAN: This is the article [holds up copy of Harper’s Magazine to the camera] that appears in the recent issue of Harper’s, and you call it “Blabscam,” or an editor might have given it that—did you call it this or did some editor give it that title?

HITCHENS: I must say, I think it was Lewis Lapham, the editor. It’s a clever one, I’d like to claim credit for it.

RUTAN: “Blabscam, TV’s rigged political talk shows” by you, Christopher Hitchens. “Blabscam” suggests a scandal. Is it really a scandal?

HITCHENS: Yeah, I think it’s a scandal. I think it’s a crying shame. [Coughs] I mean, I’ve been now on The McLaughlin Group, which probably some of your customers watch too, on, um, It’s Your Business—on most of these shows. The only one, you may be touched to see, I don’t mention as being a fix is, um, this show and I guess I could have also, um, mentioned Firing Line which I’ve been on, William Buckley’s program which, again, I wouldn’t include. I mean, in both these shows, if you walk off the set and think, “Damn, I wish I had been able to say this or I wish I had remembered to say that,” it’s your own fault. You had the chance to. With the others it’s all heavily confined occasions for the chairman to show off usually. Um, and unspoken agreement among the parties that certain awkward things won’t get mentioned at all. Um, so people are just really role playing.

RUTAN: Now, uh, for your appearance on C-Span this morning, you get one of these [taps mug with pen] handsome mugs we are drinking coffee out of this morning—

HITCHENS: Ah.

RUTAN: Do you get paid for the other shows, the other talk shows around Washington?

HITCHENS: Um, McLaughlin pays.

RUTAN: What do they pay? How much?

HITCHENS: Um, I can’t remember. I think if you’re a regular, it’s about $500 a shot. I think I got $350 as a guest. Um, [clears throat] the other ones don’t. I mean, the other ones, journalists would pay to go on because you are taken very seriously if you’re seen, you know, asking a toadying question to the secretary of state on one of the Sunday morning shows. So, it enhances your marketability. What, um, what is in it for journalists, is the tremendous increase in the rate they can charge for public speaking. If you are on the Brinkley show or something, then you’ll get a call from the league of women flower arrangers in Des Moines and you can, instead of accepting their $500, you can say, “Well, I don’t usually get out of bed for more than, uh, for less than two grand.” And the marketability goes up in that way. TV really helps you out.

RUTAN: Let’s talk about the, uh, three shows that are so widely watched on Sunday mornings, and I’m sure C-Span viewers, who read lots of newspapers, probably watch those shows. Must admit that I do. And I’m going to hold up your article from Harper’s, dateline Washington, an interesting story about how these shows are put together and how these shows consistently get top government officials. Dateline Washington, “In the White House press office, there sits a woman named Denny E. Brisley. You may not know Ms. Brisley. But if you watch the Sunday morning political chat shows, you know her work. To her falls the job of producing and editing the key segments of This Week with David Brinkley, Meet the Press, and Face the Nation.” Now, how is it that a White House official edits key segments of those three shows?

HITCHENS: The White House can decide who they are going to put up in a given week and they can tell administration officials not to go on the air that day, and they can tell others that they should go forward and carry the torch for the line of the week—whatever it may be, ’cause it now keeps changing so often. They can then get the three shows to bid against each other, for whoever is the most famous or prominent administration spokesman that week. And what that means is that these shows are not going to have you and me—critical independent minds as we are—on. When the White House rings up they say, “Well, so you’d like Mr. McFarland?” and, um, they say yes. And they say “Well, you know, CBS is looking for him too. Let me see, well what questions were you thinking of asking him? Who is, uh, who is going to be the panel?” Producers can learn quite quickly that you’re not going to make trouble for the guy; otherwise you’ll always be at the end of the totem pole that week. So, what looks like competition between the three networks is in fact a competition to please and to be bland, and not to outbid for getting the story, but outbid for getting the ratings-building figure. Now I say that is a scam, in the sense that it is a corruption of journalism. Yeah, and it is the reason why, um, the administration has been able to have such a tremendously easy ride over the last six years. And I say that, of course, as a political opponent of the administration, but I think it’s not in the interests of people who support the administration—to have it go uncriticized, it’s bad for it. It’s bad for our trade of journalism too. So that’s really the essence of what I’m saying, and I remembered one of those producers of one of those shows—I won’t say which one—saying to me, “I’m sick of having Larry Speakes being the chief producer for Sunday morning TV in this country.” And that’s really what the situation was.

RUTAN: You talk it, and you interviewed, uh, Ms. Brisley, is that correct?

HITCHENS: I, uh, no. I didn’t interview Ms. Brisley. I, um, The Nation is incredibly low in the administration’s scale of priorities when it comes to giving interviews. We’re never called at press conferences; they never call us back. I mean, that kind of thing. But those words are direct quotes that she gave to a friend of mine.

RUTAN: The quotes from Ms. Brisley to your friend are basically saying, “ ‘It’s all done in a very sensitive, diplomatic type language. Things are said, but not said.’ Among the things ‘said’ in this unspoken dialogue is something along these lines, ‘Don’t even think about having X on the panel of questioners or we’ll go to another network with the secretary and you’ll look small.’ ”

HITCHENS: Yeah.

RUTAN: So they even do it with journalists that might be asking tough questions of a member of the cabinet.

HITCHENS: Yeah. I mean, it’s a very small pool of people. I mean, look it’s like when, uh, I remember—I think it was the night of the bombing of Libya, um, a moment of extreme controversy in American life, in public life, and in American relations with the rest of the world. You know, Nightline calls up its list of impartial experts, and these are always the same people—Henry Kissinger, sometimes Jeane Kirkpatrick. Until very recently Michael Ledeen—who turns out to have been a man who was an expert on terrorism only in the sense of being a man bargaining with terrorists and swapping hostages for weapons with terrorists—was unabashedly on the television every week as NSC terrorism expert. So the definition of “expert” they had was, A, very narrow and, B, one that generally fit the government’s perspective on the issue. So that one had a tremendously conformist sense of politics and of debate transmitted into millions of homes without anyone really knowing the name of this woman in the White House press office, Denny Brisley, whose job it is to keep the thing smooth and prevent any rough questions or rough questioners from breaking it.

RUTAN: Is it possible for Ms. Denny Brisley or someone in the White House or in the White House press office to keep a critic of the Reagan administration off the shows by simply saying, “If you have them on, we won’t give you the secretary and we will give the secretary to your competitors.”

HITCHENS: As I say, and as she says, it’s done in a sensitive, diplomatic manner. After a while, I mean, any producer whose got any sense of himself at all will know what to do without being told. Let’s put it like that.

RUTAN: [holds up newspaper] Let’s take a look at who was on the, uh
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