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M
Michael Jones,
of Birmingham,
whose legal
dispute led to a
hedge being
defined in law

X or to just cut out the roots that enter
your side of the garden and hope that
might precipitate something more
dramatic, tree death-wise.
Not all methods have to be legal
though. On the website of the Royal
Horticultural Society (RHS), there is a
forum for gardeners to post their problems.Mostareas youwould expect:difficulties with soil, remedies for lacklustre
begonias. But one is from a gardener explaining, mildly, his concern about the
arrival of two leylandii in a neighbour’s
garden. The response is vitriolic. “Your
neighbour is obviously a very selfish
mean-spiritedignoramuswith aseriously low IQ,” says one. Another describes
the neighbour as an “evil maniac”. Still
more offer practical support.
“It is a simple procedure to kill off a
tree and the burden of proof lies with
the aggrieved party,” says one — advising making a “ragged wound” on
overhanging branches. On other
similar forums, various poisons are
recommended, including urine. In 2005
David Jollands, from Lincolnshire, was
convicted of trying to kill his neighbour’s tree by weeing on it every night
for a year. One suggestion that comes
up more than once, including on the
RHS forum, is banging copper nails into
the trunk — to slowly kill the tree, but
make it look natural.
I get in touch with the RHS. Guy
Barter is their chief horticultural adviser. Being a responsible member of the
horticultural community he, naturally,
advises against killing trees using
copper. That is, of course, because it
doesn’t work. “We had an RHS member
who hated his neighbour’s tree so much
he made a big spike out of copper piping
and hammered it in,” he says. “It did
nothing — it’s a myth.”
He explains that part of the problem
with leylandii is that if they aren’t
pruned regularly, it’s impossible to subsequently do so without seriously damaging them. “Unless you look after
them well, when you prune them back
severely you’ll get a large brown area
that never grows again. Just drive
around the suburbs and you’ll see.”
And then he says something quite
unexpected, even , amid all this anger, a
little shocking. In a brief soliloquy, he
makes a plea for the leylandii. “You
know, it’s a beautiful, graceful tree. It
became popular in the 1970s, but was
around before then — a great little
hybrid whose potential was missed for
years. It makes a fantastic, green, mossy
hedge.”
Leylandii? It’s just misunderstood.

orrissey was interviewed
in a newspaper magazine
last weekend, pictured
with a cat sitting on his
head, and remarking that
the Chinese — the oldest continuous
civilisation on the planet — were
“a sub species” because of their
“horrific” attitude towards animal
welfare. I found myself drawn to the
piece for two reasons, one slightly
less solipsistic than the other: (i) the
comedian Russell Brand has a cat
called Morrissey, that, for reasons too
complicated to get into here, was once
mistaken by the paparazzi for my cat;
(ii) the response of the British Chinese
community.
Indeed, apart from a spokesman
for the Love Music, Hate Racism
campaign, which in 2008 had
received £28,000 from the former
frontman of The Smiths, saying the
organisation would not accept Moz’s
help in future (“It really is just crude
racism”), and an intellectual letter in
The Guardian in which Dr Suet Ying
Ho, visiting fellow at the Centre for
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They may
not feel the
need to defend
themselves against
the mindless slurs
of fading rock stars

East Asian Studies at the University of
Bristol remarked that it was funny to
read the Chinese being described as a
“sub species” when “way back,
when the Han Chinese first
encountered white Europeans . . .
they concluded white Europeans
must be ‘sub human’”, there was
no response.
Can you imagine the fuss if
Morrissey had made such comments
about Indians, Africans, or Jews?
The other day, in an interview with
V. S. Naipaul, I quoted his wife,
Lady Naipaul, complaining that her
husband got no letter from Downing
Street when he won the Nobel
Prize for Literature, adding “you have
to be a Jew” to get such an accolade
in this country, and promptly found
myself — quite rightly — apologising
to The Jewish Chronicle for not
having called her up on the
anti-Semitic slur.
But the only time that I recall the
British Chinese defending themselves
in such a forthright manner was in
April 2001, when 1,000 members of
the community demonstrated in
London against media reports that
Chinese restaurants had started the
foot-and-mouth crisis by using
diseased meat. The British Chinese
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may amount to more than 400,000,
be the largest such community in
Europe, count famous names such
as Gok Wan and Katie Leung, the
Harry Potter actor, as members, and
be the fastest growing non-European
ethnic group in the UK, but they are
also anonymous. So anonymous in
fact that it doesn’t seem to bother
them that we British Indians have
hijacked the term “Asian” for
ourselves. Why?
A Chinese acquaintance puts it
down to three factors: the Chinese
community is not integrated into
mainstream British society because
of language barriers; more recent
Chinese arrivals have been illegal
immigrants who, as demonstrated by
the 2004 Morecambe Bay cockle
pickers disaster, are invisible
because they work in the black
economy; compared to other
ethnic minority groups in the UK,
Chinese communities are
decentralised.
But then, with thriving Chinatowns
in Birmingham, Manchester,
Liverpool, Newcastle, Sheffield,
Belfast, London and Aberdeen you
could argue that the British Chinese
are more centralised than most,
albeit in a disparate way. And in
some respects the British Chinese,
who have been in Britain for
generations, are highly integrated:
the community has one of the highest
inter-ethnic marriage rates in the
country when compared to other
ethnic groups, with 30 per cent of
Chinese women marrying men from
different races, according to the
2001 Census.
Basically, the low profile of the
British Chinese is a mystery. All you
can do is proffer hypotheses. Could it
be that because about a third of the
British Chinese live in London, where
racial tension is minimal, they don’t
feel the need to make their voice
heard as much as other groups?
Or maybe it is because they are not
particularly religiously motivated.
According to a 2006 publication from
the Office for National Statistics,
52 per cent of British Chinese people
have no religious affiliation, and we
all know that it is religion and faith
that often leads to groups making
their voices heard.
Or could the explanation lie in
the success of the British Chinese?
After all, given they have a record of
high academic achievement (figures
show that British Chinese pupils are
more likely to gain five or more
A*-C GCSE grades than any other
ethnic group), given that they have
the lowest school exclusion rate in
the country (at 2 per 10,000), and
given a British Chinese person is
also more likely to possess a
university degree, or be a
professional, than the average
person in Britain, they may not feel
the need to defend themselves
against the mindless slurs of fading
rock stars.

She learnt her moves
from Marlene Dietrich;
50 years on, she’s
mentor to Whitney
Houston and P. Diddy.
Karen Bartlett meets
Dionne Warwick

D

ionne Warwick opens
up her arms in a stage
bow: “I’m looking pretty good, don’t you
think,” she says. The
singer seems slightly
surprised to be turning
70, and, with pearly
white teeth and chiselled cheekbones,
she is indeed looking good. Warwick is
one of the great divas of her generation,
with a multiple Grammy award-winningcareer spanning50 yearsand apersonal orbit that encompasses everyone
from Burt Bacharach to Marlene Dietrich, Beyoncé and Barack Obama. But
on a sunny morning in early September
she is in work, rather than diva, mode;
turning up, without entourage, at the
Victoria Apollo in London, where her
70th birthday gala will be held in honour of World Hunger Day on January 9.
She is petite in jeans, trainers, and a
green sweatshirt bearing the emblem of
her old school in New Jersey, which was
renamed in her honour.
While acknowledging that she’s “a bit
of a celebrity”, she chats happily with
everyone, from the head of the charity
organising World Hunger Day to the
workmen — and even agrees to record
an introduction for an unknown cable
TV station. When the camera operator
cheekily asks her to do another three
takes — with feeling — others look
slightly horrified, but she smiles and
complies. She demands respect, but
more because she thinks all young
people should respect their elders. She
does not need to remind anyone that
she is Dionne Warwick, superstar,
because self-doubt has never troubled
her. “Talent will prevail,” she once told
People magazine. “Nobody, bar none,
can do what Dionne Warwick does.”
But talent is God-given, she believes,
and she has never doubted that either.
Manyof herclosefriendsandcontemporaries, including Nina Simone,
Michael Jackson and Luther Vandross,
have led turbulent, shorter lives. But
Warwick is still standing and has loyally
supported and defended them all. None
more so than her cousin Whitney Houston, whom she has invited to appear at
her London gala. Nervous PRs have
warned me that Warwick will not discuss Houston, but she does say that she
has called Houston about the concert
and that “I love her and she is doing very
well”. The two have been close since
theysang together aroundthe familypiano, and Warwick has stood by Houston through her many troubles.
Friends say Warwick pleaded with
her cousin not to return to the stage too
soon, and Houston’s recent run of
patchy performances and illnesses on
tour may have proved her right. But
now, Warwick says, Whitney is “absolutely ready” to move on to the next
stage of her career.

Warwick has mentored other younger stars. Michael Jackson called her
“Momma D”, and she was one of the
first to comfort his mother after his
death. But she despairs at the lack of
support given to young performers. Talent shows such as American Idol and
X Factor alarm her. “They are babies,”
she says, and record companies “throw
$60 million at them and then don’t tell
them whether to turn left or right”.
She has worked with Mary J. Blige
and Beyoncé, who is produced by Warwick’s son, Damon Elliott. Of Blige,
Warwick says: “The first time I met
Mary she was wearing combat boots
and a baseball cap on the side of her
head. I told her to go away and come
backwhen she was dressedready to perform, and she did.”
Warwick takes stagecraft seriously;
she learnt it from Marlene Dietrich,
with whom she performed in Paris in
the early 1960s. Dietrich, “the only
other woman I could call momma”,
took one look at Warwick and sent her
out tobuy new outfits. Longafter she became famous Warwick could be spotted
sitting with alegal padat other performers’ shows jotting down what they were
wearing and how they arranged their
set.Success comes from meticulous professionalism, she believes.
In this, and her friendly-but-proper
Methodist manner, she seems like the
kind of rather strict auntie to whom
even the most hardened rapper would
want to be polite. Warwick once led a
congressional hearing into womenhating gangsta rap lyrics, although two
of her other protégés include P. Diddy
(“I call him Sean”) and Jay-Z (“I call him
Shawn too”).
Warwick grew up at the heart of the
black American soul community, and
she has never left it, whatever the crossover appeal of her hits. Warwick’s
mother led the New Jersey gospel
group the Drinkard Sisters, which
spawned not only Warwick’s own
career but also those of her sister Dee
Dee and her aunt Cissy Houston. She
was the first black woman of the 1960s
toappearat aRoyal Commandperformance, and the first to win a Grammy for
Best Female Vocal Performance. She
toured the American South during the
civil rights struggle.
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I never doubted
that I would be
somebody, even when
I didn’t know what
kind of somebody

Dionne
Warwick in
1964 and
today, above
In a clip, now on YouTube, she is seen
attending a Democrat fundraiser with
the then Senator Barack Obama, who
whoops “Dionne Warwick is in the
house!” before breaking into Walk On
By and telling the audience that he used
to put on her records when he was a
bachelor who wanted to “be smooth”
with the ladies.“It was a-m-a-zing,” says
Warwick. She is infuriated at the rightwing “crazies” who attack him and adds
that he will be vindicated when he is reelected and his policies come to fruition.
Does she think that a white Democrat
President would be attacked in the
same way? “No!” she says, narrowing
her eyes. “No. Absolutely not.”
But although she grew up in the gospel tradition, it hasn’t always been easy
to define Warwick’s style. She has never
belted with the soulfulness of Aretha
Franklin, or exploded like pop from the
bottle like Diana Ross. Instead, she often barely moved on stage. She sang;
but how she sang — in what Burt Bacharach called a “perfect” delicate and
mysterious voice, with peerless lyrical
interpretation. Her Bacharach and Hal
David hits of the 1960s, which included
Don’t Make Me Over, Walk On By, Do
You Know the Way to San José? and
Alfie, dried up during the next decade
before Warwick emerged again in part-

nership first with Barry Manilow and
then with the Bee Gees to produce even
bigger hits — I’ll Never Love This Way
Again, Heartbreaker and That’s What
Friends are For.
Inbetweenshedabbledwithnumerology — adding an “e” to the end of Warwick for several years, and appeared on
American TV on behalf of the Psychic
Friends Network before a crushing
encounter with a little girl in an airport
— “It’s the lady from the psychic network!” — reminded her that music was
indeed her true calling. But “most
people on the street are interested in
those kinds of things”, she says now —
brushing off any inconsistency between
believing in numerology and Christianity at the same time because, “one is
about faith, and one is about science”.
Above all she has grafted, touring the
world almost non-stop and taking on
humanitarian causes long before it was
a popular celebrity pastime.
Warwick was one of the first to raise
awareness about Aids in the 1980s,tackling head on the discomfort about the
disease, and gay men, within the black
community. She took part in Live Aid,
adopted a favela in Brazil where she
sometimes lives, and is a long-serving
UN Ambassador for Food and Agriculture. If she has campaigned on poverty

and hunger it is still a little surprising
that she has chosen a small, littleknown charity, the Hunger Project, to
benefit from her 70th birthday gala. Not
so, she says. Since the 1970s the Hunger
Project has been educating local people
at grassroots level to end their own
poverty and improve their lives.
It’sallaboutempowerment,saysWarwick — just as the little girl in East
Orange, New Jersey, turned into a
superstar through her own efforts. She
had a hand-up, not a hand-out. “I never
doubted that I would be somebody,
even when I didn’t know what kind of
somebody I would become,” she says, “I
always knew that I would be an accomplished person.”
For more information about World
Hunger Day go to worldhungerday.
org.uk. Tickets for A Gala Evening
with Dionne Warwick and Friends are
on sale at Ticketmaster
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