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For Greta. This is all your fault.




Preface

I know you don’t think you’re a conspiracy theorist.

I know this because even conspiracy theorists don’t think they’re conspiracy theorists.

Do you remember the days when it felt like there were about five conspiracy theories in the world you could name? Those weird tales that you knew immediately just from a few keywords?

Moon landing?

JFK?

Diana?

Perhaps it’s 9/11 and the CIA?

Or the Earth and ‘flat’?

Or ‘aliens’ and Roswell?

After writing this book, I can tell you those days feel very innocent now.

* * *

You can sense the world thrum with uncertainty these days.

The fact you chose to pick up this book means you feel it too.

What was until very recently considered niche, out-there and frowned upon has been shooting its shot for the biggest audiences possible.

Conspiracies are no longer the preserve of stoned students or the paranoid. They are now baked into the mainstream. They are useful for careers, power and money. They have brought wealth and fame to little-known outsiders. They have galvanised disaffected voters to bring power to some of the worst people imaginable. They have made Gods of tech bros. They are now, quite unbelievably, vital parts of political strategies. We not only have an endless supply of them we can scroll straight into our souls from the dealer in our pockets, but they have somehow also become an acceptable and expected part of our lives.

And even though we both agree you are definitely not a conspiracy theorist, I am willing to bet you my own shoes that even you are prone sometimes to joining in with conspiracy thinking.

I’d wager you’ve even done it recently.

Because even since writing this book – with all that I’ve discovered – so have I.

* * *

Do you remember when Kate Middleton, the Princess of Wales, briefly disappeared from public view?

Do you remember what happened right afterward?

The world lost its mind.

In hindsight, it’s not hard to see why: Kate Middleton is arguably the most famous woman in the world. Suddenly people realised no one had seen her in days or, wait – weeks?! She’d been cancelling appearances. The Palace wouldn’t say where she was or what she was doing.

And when, after huge public and media pressure, a photo was released, even that wasn’t good enough for a brave new world of amateur detectives.

Her smile looked fake, she looked too happy, she’d worn those clothes before, why was it a photo and not a video?

Why wouldn’t she speak to us?

Who or what was stopping her?

Wait – was this a hostage photo? Was the Palace keeping her hostage?

Then people noticed the photo had been edited. It was fake! If they could fake the moon landing photos, we were pretty sure they could fake a photo of a woman and three kids, right?

Oh my God, the Princess of Wales was missing.

It was a riveting concept, an irresistible movie poster promising a plot which could go in any direction.

Was this a dark and dystopian tale of power and cover-up? An airport novel rich in sex and revenge?

Or a Netflix rom-com in which a wronged princess decides to give it all up and start a new life following her passion for selling baked goods in a small Cornish village, where no one realises she’s the same woman as on the front page of every tabloid in the world because she combed her hair differently?

You remember all this, just like I do, because I bet despite yourself, you couldn’t help but indulge that deep, unshiftable need we all have to solve mysteries and share stories.

Everyone was doing it. Everyone was dipping their toes into the murky world of conspiracy.

You overheard your colleagues talk about Kate, you heard their theories, and you spoke with family members, who may still use Comic Sans, but who were nevertheless suddenly conducting Reddit deep dives on the intricacies of professional photoshop techniques. You tried to resist clicking and thinking and theorising but you were as powerless as I was to stop yourself from finding out more – and again: I was a man who’d just written a whole book about this stuff.

Soon, a new photo of Kate leaving a local farm shop surfaced, but this too wasn’t proof enough for the truthers and sleuths: it was too grainy, and your mum told you her ears looked wrong, and it was obviously because the Palace was panicking because Kate had left William or she was in a coma so King Charles had activated a royal body double.

In my opinion, the moment people started thinking that King Charles keeps body doubles hidden away in some secret room at Balmoral, probably opened by tilting a book, should have given us pause.

But then the truth came out anyway.

Kate was unwell.

She needed time to process her news. She needed time to talk to her family, to her little kids. That’s why she’d been out of the public eye. That’s why one of the most famous humans in the world hadn’t wanted to come out and perform for an audience of strangers when we clicked our entitled fingers. Because even one of the most famous humans in the world is only human.

And in our defence, so were we, I suppose: faced with a lack of information and a vacuum to fill, indulging that deep, unshiftable need I mentioned. Solving our mysteries, sharing our stories.

* * *

As I write this, there are wildfires ravaging Los Angeles. One of the worst natural disasters the US has ever faced.

Just hours before the first fire started, tech giant Mark Zuckerberg announced that his company, Meta, would no longer employ fact-checkers for its social media platforms. Fact-checkers felt kind of important at the time, particularly so soon after Elon Musk’s takeover of Twitter. One CNN journalist described Meta’s decision by saying, perhaps unfortunately: ‘cutting fact-checkers from social platforms is like disbanding your fire department.’

As wildfires spread, theories spread like wildfire. Conspiracy figurehead Alex Jones posted that it was all part of a globalist plot to collapse the United States into the disunited states of nothingness.

‘True,’ replied Elon Musk.

But then Jones also said it was to create a series of new Smart Cities at the behest of the United Nations, where people would be governed and policed by artificial intelligence.

Others stated, with grim certainty and no proof at all, that it was all an inside job: the government had set the fires and then used weather control technologies to manually increase the winds that would make the fires spread further.

How did they start the fires? Using satellite laser beams from space. And also drones. And homeless people. And timed explosives placed by bad guys in expensive properties.

And why? Well, either to create brand a raft of new beachfront property opportunities, or perhaps – as actor Mel Gibson pondered when talking to Fox News – they just wanted to empty the whole of California for some reason.

Others said the fires were started by paranoid Hollywood elites trying to hide evidence of paedophile drug parties attended by rappers and presidents. Others said power players had found a mountain of lithium under the reservoirs of Los Angeles and needed a way of emptying them, quick smart.

Or maybe it was China. Or Mexican gangs!

One famous novelist claimed that during the fires, the clouds had been injected with mood-balancing drugs, though what that had to do with anything was beyond me. I don’t know if you’ve ever tried to inject a cloud, but it’s bloody hard.

And as chaos reigned, and as normal people just tried to do whatever they could to save whoever they could, fake AI-generated images appeared everywhere, joining old manipulated footage painted as topical, along with a million more lies and nonsensical rumours – absolutely none of it useful in the confusion of a genuine disaster which was destroying lives and livelihoods while the conspiracies whipped in the winds around them.

That’s what life seems to be like these days. Not just people sharing stories. But people desperately, hopelessly grasping for truth in a thickening dark fog of untruth.

* * *

But cheer up!

Because when you’re writing a book, you have to imagine the type of person who might like it. Someone, I hope, like you.

When Somebody Told Me first came out, I was able to travel up and down the country and talk about these things at festivals or in book shops in villages, towns and cities. What became apparent to me is that the people turning up to listen, ask questions or tell me their stories and thoughts had much in common.

One: they were interested in ideas and were curious about how people in their own circles could hold such wildly differing ones. They wanted to share how they felt when they clashed with someone who did, because these ideas can ruin not just friendships but whole families, as we’ll see later.

Two: they could feel that angry constant hum of lies and conspiracy chatter I mentioned and felt powerless to battle strangers with strange thoughts who were now so prevalent they just seemed to be in the ether. They wanted to know what they could do to stand up to them.

Three: they felt strong and proud contempt for those who would treat them like idiots and knowingly lied to them or their loved ones or who degrade the world with falsehoods and lies, particularly those who could see precisely the great damage they are doing, and they wanted the catharsis of speaking out about it.

Four: they had some strange hunger to laugh at it all at the same time. To relieve the thick tension we constantly wade through and to realise they were part of a community where there were more of us eager to question the questioners than there were ‘just asking questions’. And where appropriate, find the odd bit of funny in the fundamentally odd.

These are all positive things – they mean the world has not lost its mind completely. Normal, clear-thinking people want to understand and challenge the confusing, all- consuming stuff. They want permission to do that, and to do it without being rude, and to live with the knowledge there are many others like them.

And of course. Five: they did not consider themselves conspiracy theorists.

But then, remember … who does?

Thank you for beginning this book.

I’ll be here to the end, and I hope you will too.

Danny Wallace, January 2025




Prologue

When she left us far too young in 2018, aged just 46, the Gorilla Foundation described the celebrated western lowland gorilla Koko as one who had ‘touched the lives of millions as an ambassador for all gorillas’.

She was ‘an icon’, they said, and I remember those words in particular.

The experts continued: Koko was a vital figure ‘in interspecies communication and also for people with empathy everywhere’.

* * *

Koko was a gorilla who did her job well and she knew it.

She never lacked self-confidence.

After apparently learning to understand more than 2,000 words in English as well as basic sign language, it’s said she once proudly pointed at herself and declared herself ‘Queen’.

She would just as acutely study the humans who would study her, in her state-of-the-art facility in the Santa Cruz mountains. And she would also play pranks on them.

Once, she tapped at a photo of a bird in a magazine, and then signed the words: ‘THAT ME!’

The scientists were confused.

‘UH, YOU’RE A BIRD?’ they asked, apparently dumbfounded, and Koko nodded sensibly and claimed not just to be a bird, but a really GOOD bird, and she kept a straight face throughout.

The scientists were pretty sure she wasn’t a bird – they were scientists, remember – and finally, Koko relented.

With a laugh, she said, ‘GORILLA KOKO!’

This should have been a warning.

* * *

An ape with a fascination for human nipples (she once caused a sexual harassment case, later settled out of court, because members of staff felt obliged to show her their nipples), there is one reason above all that paints Koko as perhaps the most human-like gorilla of all time.

One day, in a furious fit of pique brought on by who knows what, so the apocryphal story goes, Koko used her giant muscles and immense animal rage to rip a heavy steel sink from the wall and toss it on the floor beside her.

It was hugely noisy, hugely messy, and the scientists were horrified.

What had happened to Koko? Why had she done such a random thing so violently?

Koko looked ashamed. She skulked in a corner. She knew she was in trouble.

The scientists stood over her, demanding answers.

And what they say happened next was a warning from history.

Because she acted on instinct. She did what a lot of us would have done in that situation. She did what more and more people these days do.

She lied.

She pointed at her playmate, All Ball.

And she said All Ball did it.

She said All Ball ripped the sink from the wall and made the huge mess!

This seemed unlikely.

Because her playmate All Ball was a very small kitten.

* * *

This is a book about lies.

Not lies like Koko’s lie, which is so relatable because it is a tale of lies being almost in our DNA and reminds us of a million times when we’ve been in a similar position (maybe not ripping a sink off a wall) and blaming it on someone else (maybe not a kitten).

And it’s not a book about our modern leaders or the ease with which even the most inept of them now lie and then lie about lying and then lie about that.

If that were the book I was writing it would have so many pages that you would already have broken both arms trying to open it.

It’s about the more sophisticated lies; the lies that dance like blown dandelion seeds in the air around us every time we check our phones; the lies we are going to have to get used to as the seeds find the soil to settle into.

* * *

I’m only writing this sentence now because of an unexpected moment involving my dad and an old Chinese man by a lake: the sort of moment I’m sure that your own father once had with an old Chinese man by a lake. It was a short, small moment that would lead me down the rabbit hole into a world of lies big and small, of conspiracies, trolls and grifters; lies which at a particular point in my life nearly made me question my own sanity.

And it meant that this would become a book about a new ecosystem of lies. How they infiltrate a relationship, how they can ruin your best moments, how they ruin whole lives.

It’s about how this world of lies can affect our family, our street and our community. How lies can spread across a country, a continent and the world. How they take hold of our imaginations and make us feel both helpless and powerful, both meaningless and meaningful.

And it’s a book about whether we are strong enough to beat those lies, because they can reach us wherever we are, leaping at us from our pockets and desks and living room walls, or in strange emails from old Chinese men.

* * *

Coming back to that idea of seeds I mentioned – the seeds for a lot of the very biggest lies we experience every day were planted centuries ago.

As one ‘truther’ we’ll meet later puts it: ‘The tree grew. And now the fruit is bearing. And check out the weather. It’s perfect for producing the very worst fruit possible.’

That fruit can be swallowed by anyone.

I mean … have you been keeping your eye on your grandma lately? Have you been calling her enough? You sure she’s not spending too much time on YouTube? Is she talking fondly of dictators? Has she suddenly started quietly muttering in the Aldi queue about the ‘Jewish Space Lasers’ she’s heard are setting wildfires around the world to make sure everyone believes in climate change? Does she suspect Oprah is a demon?

Now anyone – your neighbour, your brother, you, me – can very easily become confused, consume lies disguised as the truth from internet forums or cable news monologues, or become a conspiracy theorist – or at least someone swayed by them. Your kid’s teacher might well quietly believe that after a terrible car crash in 1966, Sir Paul McCartney was replaced in The Beatles by a body double who thankfully happened also to be great at bass guitar, singing Beatles songs, writing to the highest standard possible with John Lennon, and doing double thumbs-ups to order.

We even carry little liars with us. Our phones are happy to deceive us. With every real moment of shared humanity they bring – a text from a loved one, a birthday call for those who still stubbornly insist phones can be used for calling – they blink and flash and ding-ding to alert us to new sensational untruths written by unseen hands to tempt us back to the swipes and taps they gain such comfort from.

The words they display to us titillate, tease, bait us with a stream of what if, could be and somebody told me. They promise us the satisfaction of deep understanding and thrilling and seductive insight. They allow anyone, anywhere to reach through for a moment, into our real lives, and whisper to us anything at all to make us feel there is a point to things, that every story has a simple hero and a straightforward villain, and that only by taking its offered hand and climbing further inside can we really learn the truths that will give our lives the meaning we need.

And the question in among the believable and the unbelievable things that fly at us constantly, always there in the background waving helplessly at us from just behind the propaganda, is: what can we do to stop this?

Because it’s got worse, hasn’t it? You know it and I know it and neither of us like it. Lies are being weaponised and aimed right this way. The lies that find you in everyday life. That gnaw at you, beg for your time. The lies you let in, every time you hit Like, Subscribe, Expand or Refresh. The lies that are desperate for us, because we are the happy hosts of the parasites.

And we are living in a time when we are more susceptible to it than ever. The things imagined, and the things that are real.

So now, with everything I’ve just written in mind, can I ask you something?

When did you personally notice that things had got really bad?

When did you notice that weather?

That weather, so perfect for the very worst fruit to grow?
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Section I



TRUST NO ONE

In which I tell you how I found out about the old Chinese man – and the messages that confused, confounded, and made me set sail towards a world of disinformation …

And we look at the day the world started to believe anything.

What does it take for us to abandon our smart, brilliant selves – and all because of something somebody told us?




1

The Old Chinese Man

Spies, Lies and Chicken Thighs

My father died as winter faded.

You’re not prepared for the strange things you have to do when something like that happens.

The paperwork.

The responsibility.

Your new position in the family as you are forced to accept a promotion you did not ask for and do not want.

It’s your job to tell his grandchildren.

His friends. You have to call his sister and tell her. You have to make decisions on things you never talked about. You have to look through his phone, finding photos of the sea you never knew he’d taken. You have to go through drawers filled with old foreign coins or fountain pen ink or rechargeable batteries from the 1980s to see if you can find a book of passwords, and when you do you wonder why he chose such random passwords for everything. A hundred different ones.

Why is the broadband password for a 78-year-old man DarthVaderBridgerton5?

You have to answer questions you’ve never considered, like ‘Would you like curtains with the coffin?’ You have to whittle a broad and varied life down to two or three songs on a USB.

You have to look after your mum.

You have to read the last messages your adored father sent (Dad’s was to someone on a customer queries team called Rory, thanking him for his very professional response to a question he’d sent and politely apologising for having wasted his time) and answer any emails that come in with the grim news and the reply they weren’t expecting.

Emails like the one from the old Chinese man.

* * *

The old Chinese man was very, very shocked to learn our news.

I think more shocked than almost anyone we told.

And I was shocked by how shocked he was.

‘We were very, very shocked to learn of the passing away of Professor Emeritus Ian Wallace, who passed away peacefully in his sleep on February 1st, 2021 at his home in Felixstowe, aged 78,’ he wrote, touchingly.

And then he took a second, presumably.

And then he added:


Please restrain your grief!

Excessive mourning won’t do any good.



I immediately laughed.

I’ll admit, I found that an unusual response from a man I didn’t at all know.

I was sure it came from a kind place, but it did feel a little like being told off for something you can’t help. It would take a brave man to shout it at a funeral.

Also, the first part of his email featured a sentence lifted word-for-word from my dad’s obituary, which I had written myself and which had only just run in the Guardian. It felt like reading a Wikipedia entry, or an essay by a student a little too reliant on copy-and-paste.

Still, it remained warming to see just how affected the old Chinese man was, given he was someone who had essentially met my dad for perhaps ten minutes or so, 12 whole years before, on the banks of the West Lake at Hangzhou, China, 6,000 miles away.

* * *

My dad had been walking, alone, as evening fell on an early November evening.

He’d been in China to deliver a series of academic lectures on East German writers, but his colleagues had all headed for their homes in the evenings. It seemed frowned upon to hang out with a Western colleague like Dad.

So my father ate another quiet meal, stretched, and took one more long but happy stroll before bed.

But this time, when he glanced behind him, he saw a man far behind.

The next time he turned around, a little further on, this old Chinese man was much closer. Dad smiled, and they started a conversation.

The man asked my dad to take a picture for him in front of the lake, then he gave my dad his email address. Pressed it into his hand. Urged him to get in touch when he returned home. They had much they could tell each other.

Opening up Dad’s computer and looking through his emails, I found what I could of the rest of the correspondence between the two men, starting with the man’s oddly formal starter:


This email is to test connection



And my dad’s warmer reply:


It was a great pleasure to meet you and to talk to you as we walked along the West Lake! I shall send you some photographs as I promised. These will introduce you to my wife Trudy and also give you some idea of where we live, although I am sure you have already found it on the map as you said you would.



The man had indeed done that – he’d looked up the small coastal town of Clevedon in Somerset on the map, then soon heard from Dad all about me, my mum, my wife.

He’d even seen pictures of my firstborn.

* * *

After urging me to restrain my grief and excessive mourning, the old Chinese man softened, and kindly offered me his heartfelt condolences.

But then something weird happened.

He suddenly started to spell my dad’s name wrong. He was no longer Ian. The name looked pasted in. There were new font colours involved.

‘The news of Lan Wallace’s passing away took us by surprise,’ it said. ‘His sudden death was totally unexpected.’

I was surprised, too, at the intensity of feeling about my father’s passing.

Though at the same time it did start to sound like this man had done it himself. He might as well have added, ‘It totally wasn’t me!’

But instead he waxed long and lyrical about it:


Lan Wallace’s passing has been like a dream.

We sometimes even don’t believe it’s true.

But it’s true.



It’s definitely true. I was there and I checked several times.

But I knew on some level that Lan must be a way of spelling Ian. A mistake not made in the earliest emails but which was creeping in now. The emails, though, kept up the strange, heightened intensity of feeling:


We must accept the reality.

We have lost one of our best friends.



OK.

I mean, ‘best friends’ may be stretching it.

This was my dad.

You’ve only lost a man you met for ten minutes by a lake in 2009.

You’ve lost a pen pal at most.

I wasn’t sure how to handle it, as the old Chinese man wailed dramatically:


The reality can not be changed!

Let’s cherish the memory of Lan Wallace forever.



I found them strange but funny, these emails.

Probably because I was depressingly well aware that the reality could not be changed.

But also because I was happy to find anything funny at the time.

I thought it was funny that the old Chinese man was claiming to be my dad’s best friend. I could almost hear my dad’s surprised flutter of laughter if I’d been able to tell him about it.

All I wanted to do was read these emails out loud to him, start calling him Lan, then grab him by the shoulders and shout ‘Let us cherish the memory of Lan Wallace forever!’

And I wanted to giggle with my mum, and shout the words ‘PLEASE RESTRAIN YOUR GRIEF! EXCESSIVE MOURNING WON’T DO ANY GOOD!’

You look for any moment of light when everything is dark.

But as I looked at these emails more, at first celebrating the innocence of them, I guess … I stopped smiling or laughing so much.

Because as I re-read them, I started to find them not just unusual to read, but even unusual to look at.

The strange hodgepodge of fonts and formatting, sometimes changing just for a name, sometimes halfway through a sentence.

The bizarre shifts in tone and topic.

Sections that I knew were copied and pasted, some written in a slightly different style.

And some very jarring indentations (which is the most middle-class complaint I’ve ever committed to paper).

Maybe some paragraphs had been put through Google Translate, for obvious reasons?

But all of these weird, emotive, intricate, intimate emails were so … long.

And then I noticed the thing that really set my spidey sense tingling.

Some of the errors or quirks you could put down to simple cultural differences, I think, perhaps differences in alphabets, but then I spotted something in his initial reply to our news that made me gulp and then forward it to my own email account.

Because this one detail from the old Chinese man felt so unusual, so out of the ordinary, that it took me from confusion to suspicion.

Part way through what felt like it was meant to be the old Chinese man’s final email, there was this incredibly odd thing.

It was a complete list of past correspondences with my dad.

An accurate history of their email exchanges, offered up I don’t know why.

Every message documented, timestamped, and every reply accounted for.

For example:


We wrote to IAN WALLACE on 23-12-20 at 18:42 [CST], IAN WALLACE replied 24-12-20 at 13:22 [GMT].



Why?

Why was he doing this?

When was the last time you did this?

Who cares what exact time each email was sent?

And then – see if you can spot the very unusual detail which leaped out at me from this:


We kept close contact, sending e-mails each other to exchange informations of every aspects.

I checked that during the 12 years (2009-2020), totally I have sent 45 e-mails to Mr.Ian Wallance and he has sent us 34 e-mails.

This is the last e-mail sent me from Mr.Ian Wallance (2020-12-24 04:35) (from Ian Wallace-34)



It’s feeling less personal now, less warm.

And did you notice what I did?

Not the fact it reads like someone tidying up after a job’s come to an end.

Not the fact it reads like a chore for a line manager.

Not the lack of care taken with his name to his family.

Not just more of the very accurate date and precise times no one needs to know.

Not just the confusion of ‘I’ and ‘us’.

But Ian Wallace-34.

It was Dad’s 34th reply. The old Chinese man had said as much.

But it had been numbered.

Do you number your emails? Do you keep them, and order them, and number them?

Doesn’t this imply … a file of some kind?

Organisation?

Like an easy way to reference evidence?

‘Can you forward email 34?’ – that sort of thing.

Oh, and always a curious shift in tone towards the end of the email, in which the old Chinese man went to great lengths to explain just how happy they were being Chinese citizens in a happy country where everyone was happy and now in 2021 Covid was totally under control, as proven by incredibly specific figures:


As we ever told you, the epidemic situation in China always keeps very well.

Till now, still each day there are only a very few new infected cases in whole country, and most cases of them are from other countries.

But Chinese governments still always pay a great attention to prevent from its spread.

2,841,269,000 doses of vaccination have been inoculated in China.



In previous emails there’d also usually be a paragraph in which they’d demonstrate how normal their normal lives are.


We went to the Chrysanthemum Museum recently!

We enjoyed shellfish at the seaside with old school-friends!



And again, always these over the top and heartfelt reminders of my dad’s importance to this man:


May we forever remember Professor Emeritus I. WALLACE and may he stay in our hearts.

We were such close friends.



They were such close friends, him and ‘I. Wallace’.

They were good friends.

They were best friends!

I started to wonder if he was maybe after some inheritance.

But I was also fascinated.

Because now something had opened up in me. It started with amusement, then noticing patterns, then questioning certain phrases.

I’d started to suspect something.

These emails did not read like emails.

How do you feel? Because I felt like they read like a performance.

They felt like someone reading out loud in a meeting.

The timestamps, the details, the numbering.

It was like making sure everyone on a team was all caught up and on the same page.

So obviously, I started to wonder who might have been bcc’d. Who else was in the room. Whether more than one person was writing them. Perhaps that’s why there was this sense of ‘let’s get you caught up with the story so far’ to them.

I may have been going mad – people do go mad in the thick of grief – but I was also feeling playful.

And I decided to send another note of my own to the old Chinese man, just to see.

How would he react?

What should I say?

So I thanked him for his wishes and told him my father had spoken fondly of him.

I paused a second before sending.

When he saw this, would things peter out?

Or, as I had been coming to suspect, would it be filed under Danny Wallace-2?

By a Chinese spy.

One closing a case?

Because, look – that’s what all this felt like: a spy closing a case.

A spy saying, ‘During the 12 years (2009-2020) totally I have sent 45 emails to Mr.Ian Wallance and he has sent us 34 e-mails. Here














































































































































If you enjoyed Somebody Told Me, keep reading for the introduction to Danny Wallace’s hilarious book F*** You Very Much.




Introduction

In 2015, after 27-year-old Omar Hussain left his job at a Morrisons supermarket in Buckinghamshire and fled the United Kingdom to join the radical terrorist jihadist group ISIS, he was extraordinarily disappointed to find out how rude they all were.

We all get annoyed at our colleagues from time to time, but for Omar Hussain the everyday rudeness displayed by those simultaneously plotting to bring down the very tenets of Western civilisation was a step too far.

In a blog he wrote in his first few months in the desert, he complained in no uncertain terms about the ‘bad manners’ of his fellow radicalised death-cult militants.

Under a series of numbered headings on Tumblr, the bearded and bespectacled Hussain launched a blistering attack on Arab administrative skills.

‘There is no queue in any of their offices,’ wrote the furious Briton. ‘You could be waiting in line for half an hour and then another Arab would come and push in the queue and go straight in.’

When serving his peers dinner after a long day of terrorist training in the desert, Omar was shocked to be ‘pounced upon by everyone in the room. I therefore refused to give anyone food until every single one of them was sitting down in their seats. Unfortunately, I had to treat them like primary school students.’

Poor Omar just hadn’t known what he was letting himself in for. In subsequent blogs and tweets, you can tell he was becoming withdrawn. He talks of loneliness; he has trouble peeling potatoes; he spends his free time trying to find chocolates or feeding a local cat called Lucy.

What Omar perceived as the rudeness of others really affected him: this kind of behaviour was not what he signed up to ISIS for, and it was wearing him down.

It only got worse.

‘In the West, it is common knowledge to walk out of a room wearing the same pair of shoes that you wore while entering the room. Nay, it is common sense!’ he wrote at one point, and you know someone’s annoyed when they use words like nay. ‘However, here in Sham, our Syrian brothers […] believe that everyone can wear each other’s footwear. Sometimes you would enter a building and when leaving, you would see the person with your shoes walking 100 yards ahead of you and it can be quite irritating.’

Of course, these things happen in war. But Omar suddenly found himself in a world in which men would simply stand three feet away and stare at him while saying nothing, and even where terrorists would ‘casually take your phone off charge to charge their own phone’.

Omar expected better of ISIS. He didn’t like how they would be so ‘childish in their dealings and mannerisms’, nor how they would rifle through other people’s property without asking first. They were always invading his space, and they talked far too loudly when he was trying to sleep.

As far as he could tell, they didn’t find their own behaviour rude at all.

We all have our own standards when it comes to rudeness.

* * *

Politeness is extremely important to me, though sometimes I wonder if I set the bar too high.

I feel rude if I sneeze on a plane. I have lost count of the number of times I have apologised to bins or lampposts if I’ve walked into them. If a dog looks my way as I walk through a park, I feel ashamed if I don’t smile or nod a hello. I don’t think I’d last five minutes with ISIS before I’d be straight to Human Resources!

But never was I more aware of my own standards of rudeness than on the day – and immediate aftermath – of what we’ll call ‘the Hotdog Incident’.

All I wanted was a sausage. What I got instead was an afternoon of incredible stress and the desire to do something about it. The desire, as it would turn out, to write this book. Initially I tried to exorcise my demons by composing a scathing 200-word review. But 200 words did nothing. There was too much I still wanted to say – and know. Something that began as a little silly took on a serious edge. What started as a few print-outs left by my bed in London soon became documents in ring-binders arranged in my office.

And all of this purely to try and understand exactly what happened between me and a complete stranger over an emulsified sausage.

In the following months, as my interest in the question of why people are rude became an obsession – and winning an argument became writing a book – I would start to realise that we are on the edge of something truly dangerous. I found myself calling upon the expertise of behavioural psychologists, psychiatrists, psychotherapists, bell boys, cab drivers, removals men, sociologists, journalists, ethicists, political strategists, neurologists, barristers, baristas, waiters, politicians, NASA scientists, a limo driver called José and at least one expert in cooked meat production.

Simultaneously, as I read more studies and familiarised myself with a whole new world of research and investigation, I began to discover I was part of a hidden community of ‘rudeness nerds’, working diligently in the shadows to figure out why we are the way we are – and what it means.

And it’s not pretty.

I’ll be honest with you: I thought I had a pretty good handle on rudeness. What I wasn’t expecting to find was what a threat it poses to our happiness – and maybe even to our continued existence on this planet. Its effects are potent, damaging and, scariest of all, contagious. In the coming pages, I’ll show you how rudeness affects the way our brains work, how it clouds our judgement and how it worsens our choices. We’ll see how experiencing it can make us less effective at our jobs, and make us worse fathers and mothers, sons, daughters and friends. We’ll meet people who’ll show us how rudeness can stop us trusting, and make us barbed, suspicious and vicious. How those in power use it to keep us down.

If any of the things I’ve just told you happened because of something scientifically traceable – a mosquito bite, say, or a worm scratch  – I am certain the world’s governments would leap into immediate action. There would be constant panic and 24-hour rolling news coverage and someone would have quarantined Simon Cowell.

But as it is, for now it’s just you, me, and this book.

* * *

One thing before we get started. This is not a book about etiquette. I couldn’t care less about etiquette. You can burn every etiquette book in the world as far as I’m concerned, so long as it’s done safely and not downwind of anybody trying to enjoy their garden. I don’t think we need to pull out chairs for people. If there’s a puddle, I’m not going to take off my brand new cape and lay it down for you to step on, though if I were wearing a cape in the first place you’d have every right to be rude to me.

However, I do think if someone’s walking through a door behind us we could hold it open for them. I do think if we’re queuing in a Syrian post office, we should absolutely wait our turn, and if a radical extremist tries to elbow his way to the front, we have every right to sigh and tut.

That’s the difference between etiquette and politeness. Etiquette is outdated; politeness is all we need, and this book is both a warning and a rallying cry for civility. We need politeness because it is right, it lifts our spirits, it makes things better, it lubricates the day and helps everything run smoother.

And we need it now more than ever, because things are getting worse.

* * *

Don’t tell me you haven’t felt it too. This ‘New Rudeness’ is global. It’s in the air, it pours out of our phones, tumbles from our TVs, dominates the cultural conversation and I firmly believe it threatens to overwhelm us.

Passive aggression. Road rage. Below-the-line commenters. Spitters. Queue-jumpers. People who are #justsaying or Only Being Honest or Not Being Funny But.

We seem more stressed, more time-pressed, tired, fed up, angry and put upon. We seem more resentful, envious, self-obsessed, racist and, yes, sad. We think less, react more, and run and jump to conclusions just so we have one, where once we might have ambled to see what happened along the way. We are self-entitled, knee-jerking, know-it-all thunderdicks.

We are ruder than we’ve ever been, and the train is running away. You get one nasty TV judge, and suddenly they can’t commission a single show without one. You give one awful person a newspaper column, wait until he or she writes something that in civilised countries would be rightly deemed sociopathic, and we don’t fire them; we give them a chat show on a minority satellite channel. We find ourselves at a point in time where suddenly we admire politicians who come up with put-downs instead of policies. Why? Because we find them ‘refreshing’. We mistake their rudeness for ‘honesty’, because we confuse ‘honesty’ with ‘opinion’, in much the same way as bores at dinner parties confuse cynicism with wit.

Of course, it’s tempting to think only ‘other people’ are rude. But the truth is, we’re all at it.fn1

Some go out of their way to be rude, like the coal-hearted newspaper columnist desperately scrabbling around on deadline for thuggish ways to insult whoever’s looking weak, just so one day she can line her own coffin with slightly more expensive felt. Like the millionaires on Saturday-night TV making more money and generating more fame by humiliating those with mental health problems who just want a tiny slice of the hopeless dream they’re being sold by the very people who’ll never give it to them.

I’ll touch on those people – because of their influence and because I can’t stand them and because it’ll be fun – but thanks to the meat-based Incident that could just as easily have happened to you, or your mother, or your neighbour’s ex-wife, I want to focus on the everydayness of rudeness too. The tedious, beige mundanity of a rudeness that is now everywhere.

The wearing, draining, energy-sapping pointlessness of it all.

The New Rudeness is like a suffocating blanket, and this book an attempt to pull back the covers. I think we are at a point in time where we reward the wrong things. We celebrate incivility, we admire it, we joyfully kick our legs and laugh as we actively sink ourselves deeper into the quicksand of society’s lowest cultural ebb.

Let’s have fun finding out why!

Human beings are fundamentally good. We’re a terrific bunch. But we slip up all the time. And I know what you’re thinking. Something pretty terrible must have happened to me to make me go this far, so far that I had to write a whole book on the subject.

And you’d be right.

That something terrible was the Hotdog Incident.
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