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SHE WAS ALWAYS at least one step 
ahead of me. Dawn Foster was, for 
many people, their most terrifying 
friend: one reason for that was how 

quick-witted, in the true sense of the word, 
she was. Sometimes a merciless critic, she 
was almost always an acute one; shrewd, 
methodical, instinctively intolerant of cant 
and sophistry, whether from her enemies or 
her friends (“terrifying”, remember: the adjec-
tive was earned). She could strip complex 

ideas down for parts over the course of an 
article or a broadcast. She could strip per-
sonalities down, too: opening people up, 
measuring out their character, making a 
judgement after a few minutes of conversation. 
If you were lucky, she’d like you. If you were 
very lucky, she’d decide to be your friend, and 
the talking would continue; the conversation 
continuing to unfold over months and years.  

That conversation that will now remain 
unfinished. Dawn died unexpectedly last week, 

due to the chronic illness that had always 
darkened, but never overshadowed, her jour-
ney from an impoverished childhood in 
Newport to the heart of the national media. 
She was 34 years old.  

Dawn was, alternately and concurrently, a 
Catholic, a socialist, and a journalist for The 
Guardian, Jacobin, and The Tablet. She was 
the author of one book, Lean Out, a primer 
on radical feminism; she was a campaigning 
journalist on housing issues, and lived, publicly 
and proudly, as a disabled person on the 
national stage. Her public life was full, vibrant, 
and occasionally controversial. It would be 
easy to list her public accomplishments. 

She was also my friend. Over the past few 
weeks I have been returning, again and again, 
to the things we shared and now do not: 
music, television programmes, the books we 
lent each other; the thinkers, in politics and 
religion, we drew strength from. 

The last book Dawn recommended to me 
was by one of those thinkers, Raymond 
Williams. Williams, one of the outstanding 
theorists of the British New Left, was a public 
intellectual set in a classic mould – working-
class family, grammar school, Cambridge, the 
ears and tables of the great and good. He 
made the breaking of that mould the purpose 
of his life.  

Posthumously Williams found himself in 
a new role, serving as the namesake of a British 
shorthair cat belonging to Dawn. Both the 
name and the naming reveal aspects of Dawn, 
I think: her appetite for the uncanny, her wit, 
her understated intelligence. But it’s sugges-
tive, too, of a particular politics. 
 
DAWN CAME from a background less 
respectable than Williams, and attended a 
university less prestigious, but her trajectory 
was if anything more precipitate; her defiance 
more ingrained. Reading Border Country, 
the book Dawn recommended to me before 
her death, one section, near the end of the 
novel, stands out. In it, the protagonist, a uni-
versity lecturer, politically leftish, personally 
déraciné, agonises over the rightness of his 
trade unionist father’s humanistic socialism; 
so strongly felt, but so hard to prove in the 
rarefied circles his son moves in. Another 
character points out that attempting to con-
verge the values of two contradictory worlds 
is pointless; the search for proof is unnecessary. 
If you believe it, she says, you’ll live it.  

Dawn believed it. Dawn lived it. And that 
practice of impracticality, a refusal to play the 
small and meaningless games of the media 
and political classes within which Dawn 
moved, did not make her popular. It certainly 
didn’t make her rich. Dawn never cared.  

Growing up in poverty didn’t make Dawn 
bitter; escaping it never made her proud. Her 
journalistic work was done in an acute aware-
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ness of the reservoirs of human misery boiling 
underneath the civilised skin of our society. 
When that skin broke, as at the Grenfell fire, 
Dawn threw her weight behind the fight for 
justice that ensued, even where that battle 
was, as she noted, “entirely uphill”.  

Convicted to advocate for those at the mar-
gins, she was also unafraid to take those causes 
into politics proper; to support, amid endemic 
press hostility, Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour Party. 
As the years ground on and the pressure 
mounted, there were many who wavered. 
Dawn never did. Her support for Corbyn lost 
her work as a Guardian columnist; a blatantly 
political firing, carried out while Dawn herself 
was in hospital. But while Dawn’s intense 
moral purpose – her solicitude for the mis-
treated, her indifference to rank or title, her 
startling lack of deference – made her finan-
cially precarious, it also made her rich in the 
love of her friends.  

Of which she had many, from all walks of 
life. I always wondered what she saw in me, 
and realised too late that it was exactly and 
only me that she saw. That Dawn had never 
lost a skill most of us expect to spend a lifetime 
relearning: to be interested in people not for 
what you see in them but for what they are. 
This rare, precious quality made her a good 
friend. It made her a great journalist. It also 
made her, I think, a Catholic.  

 
DAWN ONCE told me that I had influenced 
her return to Catholicism. I have never 
believed this. I have never really believed that 
Dawn could be influenced by anyone. From 
the first time I saw her (smoking, with pink 
hair, under the parvise of the Brompton 
Oratory), to the last (a Zoom call, unstable 
connection, laughing riotously from a hospital 
bed) she seemed almost comically solid, 
preternaturally herself.  

And yet she was also changed. After 
Grenfell, emotionally and physically 
exhausted, she found her way back to the 
Church. Conversion is a little like grief: imper-
meable from the outside, resistant to 
representation, easy to misinterpret or mis-
construe. But beyond what Dawn herself has 
written, it’s worthwhile understanding the 
renewal of her faith not as a special revelation, 
sequestered from the everyday, but something 
arrived at amid the struggles and loves of 
Dawn’s life as she lived it.  

Herbert McCabe, one of Dawn’s favourite 
writers on religion, put it this way: the practice 
of Christianity involves becoming more 
human, not less; more like ourselves, and not 
less. Sin is diminishment; salvation, restora-
tion: and at the beginning and end of all things 
stirs the self-sacrificial love of the crucified 
God. You can name that love in different ways: 
agape, caritas, charity. You can name it this: 
solidarity.  

One way to look at Dawn’s reversion is as 
a break, a change. But another is this: as a 
sharpening, a refining, an abundant increase 
of what was always already there: loaves 
and fishes, faith and hope; a stone rolled 
away; an empty grave. The final revolution, 
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wrote Herbert McCabe, is the resurrection 
of the dead.  

Raymond Williams, in one of his last inter-
views prior to his death in 1988, cast his eye 
over the many victories of Thatcherism and 
suggested that socialists take a long view. 
Defeat isn’t surprising. For thousands of years 
struggles for justice have been defeated over 
and over again.  

What is striking, Williams said, is the “infi-
nite resilience, even deviousness, with which 
people have managed to persist”. So when 
confronted with dire odds, like a 50/50 chance 
of nuclear war – he revises them; 50/50 
becomes 51/49, he tells his interviewer, and 
that becomes 60/40. Hope isn’t an emotion. 
It’s a practice.  

Among the things me and Dawn shared 
was the experience of defeat. It was 12 
December 2019, the night of the last general 
election. Both of us were exhausted; Dawn 
from media appearances, myself from door-
knocking in a London marginal. We had 
ended up at a Westminster bar filled with 
exactly the people Dawn most loathed; people 
to whom politics was a kind of hobby, a game 
without real stakes. When the exit poll was 

announced, the scale of Labour’s losses 
shocked us both. Radical solutions to poverty, 
inequality, and homelessness had been put 
to the electorate – and emphatically rejected. 
Surrounded by celebratory parliamentary 
staffers, I thought of the hundreds of young 
people I had seen at campaign centres earlier 
in the day. In that moment, it felt time had 
come unstuck; the past eating the future. 
Always inclined to pessimism, I felt despair 
then, keenly and urgently. 

Dawn did not. No more than ten minutes 
later, she had engineered our exit from the 
bar, and out to the streets. Walking alongside 
me but – as always – a few steps ahead, she 
began to talk about the articles she would 
need to write, the people she would speak to, 
the next cause in need of an advocate. If I 
could choose to retain in perfect detail one 
memory of Dawn, it would be that one: always 
in motion, always towards justice, talking, 
talking, talking. Against the current, ahead 
of the curve. 50/50. Bad odds, but they’ll get 
better. 51/49. Roll away that stone. 60/40. 
The night’s not over yet.  

 
Madoc Cairns is a freelance journalist.

Signs 
By Piers Plowright 
(1937-2021) 
 
Some sentences leap out 
of the Big Black Book 
like friends: 
‘Supposing him to be the gardener’ 
‘Did not our hearts burn within us?’ 
‘Come and have breakfast’ –  
Divine ends 
 
dressed in the everyday: 
gardener, lover, cook, 
standing in for God, 
the Truth not far away 
but near as breath: 
fruit, fire, and charcoaled fish 
holding the Word. 
 
These signs seem right 
to me: 
no cloud, no lightning flash, no mystery, 
no ‘Unknown God’ to puzzle out. 
But something, real, solid, 
near-at-hand –  
and free. 
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