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  Preface



*“On Surveys, and Why a Levels Survey is Not an Opinion.”*




The preface establishes the survey frame in the reader’s mind. The discipline of a chartered surveyor is not opinion-formation. It is the production of a record of what is the case at a defined moment, against defined instruments, signed against the surveyor’s professional indemnity. The preface explains why the housing-affordability question has been treated as a matter of debate when in fact it is a matter of measurement — and why the measurement, when done with the discipline of the instrument, produces a different answer from the one currently in circulation.







  Author’s Foreword



The question that produced this book is not the one that produces most books on housing affordability — *what should we do?* — but the one immediately upstream of it: *who gets to decide what counts as data, and what counts as reading it correctly?*


It is the Foucauldian question, if you will permit the name-drop (and you should, because he earned it), and it has the inconvenient property of unsettling every prior claim, including those of the person asking. Foucault would have approved. The Noble Lie does not require fabrication — Plato knew this, Machiavelli knew it, your local councillor knows it — and the modern apparatus of housing-market reportage does not falsify its data so much as it absorbs only the parts of the data that do not embarrass the apparatus. Selective attention is easy to arrange when the people doing the arranging also design the instruments of measurement. This is a problem for any reader who has been told, persistently and from many directions, that the level of the housing market is one thing, and who, on opening their own front door and looking out, finds the level is something else.


I am a Chartered Surveyor, retired. The Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors granted me the qualification in 1987 — three years after I had first stood behind a Wild T2 theodolite on a tripod over a station mark on the Isle of Dogs, a graduated staff held forward by an apprentice who had not yet learned that the eye lies and the staff doesn’t. This is what surveyors do. They run levels. They read back-sights and fore-sights against a calibrated reference, they record the readings in a field book, they reduce the readings to a long-section, and they hand the long-section to whoever commissioned the survey with their professional indemnity attached. They do not produce opinions. They produce records.


The book in your hands is a survey report. The terrain is financial. The instrument is the FAIR-Index — a quarterly indicator built from public ONS, Bank of England, and Land Registry data, reproducible by any reader with a Python interpreter and a willingness to clone the repository. The long-section it produces is straightforward. Mortgage approvals are down 59% from their pre-crisis baseline. Market turnover has collapsed from roughly 9% of stock per year to roughly 3.72%. The regime drift accumulates over twenty-seven years and shows no inflection point that would suggest it will self-correct. These are the three numbers. They are citable. They are reproducible. They are not opinions.


What this book is not, then, is a polemic. (It is, in places, a polemic — the voice has been in the argument for thirty years and cannot always restrain itself, and the reader is owed honesty about that — but the polemical passages are the surface; the survey is the substance underneath.) It is also not a memoir. Roger Lewis as a character appears in two chapters, the opening and the closing, framing the survey; the rest of the book is voiced by other registers — Foster Lewis, Will Cuppy, Father Brown, Chesterton, Heinz Wolff, David Malone, Hannah Shandy on her narrowboat *The Margin* with sticky notes pinned to the brass — each of whom reads the same terrain from their own vantage and reports the same gradient. **The point is that all the voices reach the same level reading.** The terrain is not contested. Only the language of describing it is. If Maimonides could see each species of deafness loud, and each species of blindness dark, then the modern reader can be invited to see one terrain through several languages and notice that the gradient is the gradient regardless of who is doing the describing.


I have written about this material before. I have written about it for fifteen years, distributed across blog posts, Substack essays, three Conquest novels (*The Conquest of Dough*, *The Conquest of DoughForge*, *The Clockwork Forest: The Conquest of AI*), the *Pimpernell* mystery, the *Wandering Anchor* memoir, and the FAIR-Index academic paper that is the formal version of the levels survey this book reports on. Each of those volumes was an argument made in a particular register for a particular reader. *The Unfair Index* is a deliberate consolidation. It gathers what is now scattered across thirteen books and several hundred Substack essays into a single submission to the reader who has been told the level is one thing and now wants to know what the level actually is. Most of this book is therefore an act of gathering. The reader who has read everything I have written before will recognise the chapters as old friends in new arrangements; the reader who has not will find that the chapters introduce themselves.


The structure follows the discipline of the levels survey itself.


The opening chapter — *The Surveyor’s Hand Shandy* — is the overture. It contains the themes. It is not strictly necessary to the argument, in the same sense that a tuning bar is not strictly necessary to the orchestra: but I would not begin a survey without first satisfying myself that the instrument was calibrated against a known reference, and the opening chapter is the calibration. Read it as the overture. The reader who skims it will arrive at Chapter Two with the instrument unstrung, and will get a different reading from the reader who arrives with the instrument singing. **You will hear the difference.**


The middle chapters are the sight readings. Each is a different voice taking a back-sight and a fore-sight on the same terrain. Heinz Wolff explains the British habit of turning impossible problems into competitions; Will Cuppy walks the natural history of an artificial scarcity; Foster Lewis explains the check-weighman, who is the original W-Anchor and the moral spine of the entire enterprise; Father Brown takes tea in his vicarage and explains the etymology of *mortgage* (Old French: *mort* + *gage*, the death-pledge), which is the Earl Grey Verdict by the time the cup is empty; Chesterton holds up six respectable propositions and shows the shadow on the wall behind each; David Malone descends into the Liar’s Lexicon, where Cantor and Boltzmann and Gödel and Turing are the patron saints of a financial mathematics that has become a language designed not to illuminate but to obscure; Hannah Shandy takes the FAIR-Index methodology onto her narrowboat *The Margin* and shows the working with sticky notes pinned to the brass fittings; the Four Teams of the Great Housing Race do their televised performance and we name what each of them is performing for. None of these chapters can stand alone. None of them needs to. The book is the long-section and they are the readings.


The closing chapter is Roger again, with the verdict sealed but not yet read. The two scales must agree. They do not. The disagreement is the beginning of truth. The reader has by this point been handed the instrument; the protocol is now the reader’s.


There is then a coda. The coda is the book’s own publication story — the survey was produced; the gatekeeper rejected it; the rejection is the corroborating data point on the survey of the gatekeeping infrastructure itself. The same enclosure mechanism that redirected Roger Merryweather’s W-Anchor to a Wankel-engine gallery in *The Wandering Anchor* arrives in publishing form at the door of this volume. The reader who has finished the book is now inside the meta-narrative. The Library Key (see back-matter) is the gate’s bypass. Use it.


A note on the heritage of the title. There have been three Conquests. *The Conquest of Dough* (the original novel — the one that, as I wrote in its own foreword, riffs on David Malone’s *Why Are We Here?* and asks the question of meaning, the reality of ideas, the animal within, the moral compass). *The Conquest of DoughForge* (the novel that gave the imprint its name and which I described, perhaps too generously, as a report from underground). *The Conquest of AI* — *The Clockwork Forest* — the AI sequel, which I introduced with a certain air of mischief and a generous dose of whimsy and which masqueraded as a treatise while in fact being a comedy. *The Unfair Index* is not the fourth Conquest. It is a different sort of book — non-fiction, structured around a measurement instrument rather than around a narrative — but it sits inside the same project, and the same hand wrote it, and the same conviction holds it together: that the gap between what is reported and what is the case is not an accident of measurement but a feature of the apparatus, and that the cure is to set up your own instrument and read the level yourself. (This is, on reflection, what every Conquest has been arguing. The sources change; the argument does not.)


The reader of *The Conquest of Dough* will recognise the Sisyphean cadence of the preface to that volume. *Sisyphus pushed his boulder, the path smooth both ways, the same incline repeated, Parmenides-like determination.* The 27-year drift of the FAIR-Index is the same rolling boulder. *Yet another Sisyphus rolls; yet another Prometheus reveals; yet another Heraclitus cries; yet another Maimonides interprets.* What this book offers is not an escape from the cycle — there is no escape from a cycle, there is only a more honest description of it — but a measurement. The instrument is set up. The level is run. **The reading does not lie even when the reader has been told it should.**


A final word on what the book is not.


It is not a defence of self-build / custom-build housing as a panacea. SBCH is one route past the rationing, not the route. *Ten Steps to Affordable Housing* — Library book number four — covers the alternative routes. It is not a policy book. The FAIR-Index paper (Library book thirteen — the progenitor, the proof, repo number one) is the policy substrate; this book is its companion in plain English. It is not a refutation of any individual housebuilder, lender, mortgage broker, or planning officer. The mechanism is structural, not personal. (I have met some of the people who would feature in such a refutation, and they are mostly decent enough; that is the point. The Iron Law of Oligarchy does not require villains, only roles.)


What the book is, in the end, is a report from a man who has read everything he could find on the subject for fifteen years, has run the survey himself, has had the survey rejected by the gatekeepers, has published it anyway, and is now handing it to



























