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Acclaimed writer Damian Barr tells books editor Jane Graham 
why the true South African stories that inspired his debut 
novel resonated so strongly with him  

Lanarkshire, where qualification rates are among the lowest in the UK, 
the gentle book-loving Barr, gradually becoming aware that he was gay, 
was bullied at school and battered by his stepfather at home. 

His father, while always being “interested and open”, was 
“confounded” by him, calling him “the cuckoo in the nest”. He even 
attempted a kind of toughen-up intervention of his own.

“He said, right we need to sort you out. I think he meant straighten 
you out. So he sent me to boxing. Which was calamitous. I burst my 
appendix on the first or second session. So my dad just kind of gave up 
on any idea that I’d ever be that kind of boy.”

Coming out to his family was a frightening prospect but also a relief; 
“My mum always made me promise never to tell lies and I was lying to 
her every day. I hated that. I decided to stop acting and tell the truth. I 
just wanted to be me, even if that person was going to die of AIDS and 
go to hell.” 

He still sees the world “through a lens of potential violence,” mainly 
because he learned long ago to be constantly alert to danger. “I’d be 
walking down the street, thinking if I stay here I’m either going to be 
attacked, stabbed, or I’m going to end up killing myself, which is what 
happened to my friend Mark. I didn’t want that for myself. I wanted 
a life that was peaceful and loving. In my early twenties I was fucking 
angry a lot of the time. But now I’m not angry at all, and I expect the best 
of people and situations.”

It’s true that, despite an introduction to adulthood which could have 
left him struggling with depression – and he has had years of therapy – 
Barr’s countenance is overwhelmingly ebullient. The one-time Big Issue 
columnist has built a relaxed and happy life in Brighton with husband 
Mike and their beloved chickens, and runs his regular, increasingly 
prestigious, literary salons from the legendary Savoy Hotel. He’s 
come a long way from Newarthill, but he reckons his generally sunny 
disposition has roots in something deeper than his success; “My mum 
has given me so much aggressive love I’m like the Ready Brek man, just 
glowing with my mother’s love. My mum could die tomorrow and I’d 
hear her shouting how much she loves me forever. 

“I know that life can be suddenly and for no reason completely fucking 
unfair. I’m aware that it can just punch you in the face. But that’s not 
a reason to turn my back on it. It’s actually a reason to urgently turn 
towards it. I have a certainty about awfulness. I know one day I’ll be 
knocked over by a car. I know one day I’ll get cancer. I know horrible 
things will happen to people I love. But that doesn’t mean I can’t enjoy 
them while I’m here.”

I ask him a question I’ve asked hundreds of interviewees over the 
years; what would surprise the 16-year-old Damian Barr most about 
the way his life has turned out? I can see him mentally travel backwards, 
and take up residence in that teenage brain again. ‘That was not a happy 
time,’ he murmurs. He takes his glasses off and rubs his eyes. There’s a 
long pause – a rare event in a conversation with the garrulous Barr. “It 
makes me want to cry, it really does.” He laughs at himself and takes a 
deep sigh. “Whewww.” 

“I’m kind of... in a way... I’d probably be amazed I’m still alive. At 
42. It’s funny, I was looking at pictures from that time recently. I wasn’t 
attractive. I felt so ugly, completely hideous. Too tall, skinny, speccy, 
spotty, bucked teeth. Everybody called me Tumshie [turnip]. But I 
think... 16-year-old me looking at my life now... weirdly, he’d think, 
you’re not that different. Your life is different, the way you behave is 
different, but the core of you hasn’t changed. He’d think I have a great 
life. And he’d think, God, you’re posh. You live in a house that you own, 
with a man, and you have chickens. He would be delighted that I’m a 
writer but he’d also say, I told you you should be a writer. And he’d be 
absolute fucking thrilled that I live in Brighton. I went there for the 
schools’ quiz and I really loved it.”

As he’s come to terms with his personal history, he’s turned, 
somewhat ironically, back to boxing, and for the last couple of years has 
been working with a personal trainer. “Initially I felt very uncomfortable 
with the idea of hitting someone,” he admits. “But now I love it. And I’m 
really good at it. My trainer said to me, you can’t hit anyone now, you’ll 
kill them. Good to know. I really hate violence but I wanted 
to be sure that if there ever was a fight I couldn’t avoid, I’d 
win it.”

Damian Barr‘s You Will Be Safe Here is out now  
(Bloomsbury Publishing, £16.99) @janeannie
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“I really believe in fiction, in being called upon to witness. If we don’t look at 
things which frighten us or make us uncomfortable or sad, how can we 
ever change them?”

If he hadn’t turned out to be such a good writer, Damian Barr could 
have been a very effective cult leader. He’d also have been a force to be reckoned 
with as a lawyer, a motivational speaker, or a salesman (ideally of books, wine 
or fresh chicken eggs). He is often described using words like irrepressible, 
infectious, whirlwind; when the subject is something he feels passionately about 

– and Barr has many passions – his zeal is evangelical. Today, gulping down 
coffee in that magnificent house of books, Glasgow’s Mitchell Library, he is as 
fervid as ever, explaining how his journalistic investigation into the Brit-built 
concentration camps of the second Boer War inspired his first novel, You Will 
Be Safe Here.

“Reportage is about assembling the facts and arranging them so people 
understand them,” says Barr, who made his living writing essays, investigative 
features and, most famously, the award-winning memoir Maggie & Me, before 
he embarked upon fiction. “There’s an argument in journalism. The novel doesn’t 
have an argument. But in the end, I think it’s more persuasive. The more I 
found out about the camps, the more I wanted to write something that shed a 
wider light on the hidden histories of these terrible places and the lie the British 
told about creating them to protect the families of soldiers. They were created 
because Britain destroyed thousands of houses and farms in South Africa, made 
a generation of women and children homeless, then concentrated them in 
camps. About 80 per cent of the people who died in them were kids. Basically, 
we created hell then put a fence around it. I began to feel a moral responsibility 
to make sure the voices of these people were heard. And I feel that comes from 
my own desire, my frustration with not being heard at points in my own life.”

It’s not hard to see why the traumatic reality of Boer War internment became 
something of an obsession for Barr, and woe betide anyone still peddling the 

‘last gentlemen’s war’ myth. (“Jacob Rees-Mogg sat on Question Time and told a 
century-old lie about the camps providing protection,” he fumes. 

“And he knew he was lying. I’m glad I didn’t see that programme 
live because I think I’d have put my foot through the telly.”)

But it was the discovery of a different kind of camp in 
modern-day South Africa – the ‘toughen up’ training camps 
which guarantee they’ll make men of supposedly unpromising 
boys – that offered the century-spanning narrative parallel 
which forms his novel. While researching the harrowing true 
tale of 15-year-old Raymond Buys, who died in 2011 after brutal 
treatment at Echo Wild Game Rangers camp, a character 
much closer to home began to emerge in Barr’s storytelling 
imagination.

“I love him!” he enthuses about his teenage protagonist 
Willem, a clever, sensitive boy who is abused by sadistic leaders 
in a camp like the one Buys died in. “I see myself in him but I 
see so many other boys in him too. To me he’s totemic of an 
outsider seen as weak, who is actually very strong. Willem isn’t 
weak – like the rest of the boys at the camp, he just doesn’t fit 
in. Home isn’t safe for him. School isn’t safe for him, as it isn’t 
safe for many girls and boys who don’t fit that very narrow 
gender stereotype. But he does have a wonderful bond with his 
grandmother, who buys him books. Books are a place for him to escape into. He 
loves Harry Potter because he wants to live in a world far away, full of magic.”

As readers of his moving memoir Maggie & Me will immediately recognise, 
this could be a description of the young Barr. Brought up in Newarthill in North 
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Evil under 
the sun

‘I just wanted to be 
me, even if that person 
was going to die of 
AIDS and go to hell’
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