Christopher Hitchens:
An Intellectual With the Instincts
of a Street Brawler
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brilliant, though occasionally flawed, perception. The Hitch mind was indeed a sleek and
purring machine trimmed with elegant fittings,
but his was not a rarefied sensibility. He was an
intellectual with the instincts of a street brawler, never happier than when engaged in moral
or political fisticuffs. When I became involved
in a public disagreement with the eminent spy
novelist John le Carré, Hitchens leapt unbidden into the fray and ratcheted the insult-level
up many notches, comparing the great man’s
conduct to “that of a man who, having relieved
himself in his own hat, makes haste to clamp the
brimming chapeau on his head.” The argument,
I’m sorry to report, grew uglier after the Hitch’s
intervention.
The le Carré dispute took place during the
long years of argument and danger that followed the publication of my novel The Satanic
Verses and the attack upon its author, publish-

ers, translators and booksellers by the minions
and successors of the theocratic tyrant of Iran,
Ruhollah Khomeini. It was during these years
that Christopher, a good but not intimate friend
since the mid-1980s, drew closer to me, becoming the most indefatigable of allies and the most
eloquent of defenders.
I have often been asked if Christopher defended me because he was my close friend. The
truth is that he became my close friend because
he wanted to defend me.
The spectacle of a despotic cleric with antiquated ideas issuing a death warrant for a
writer living in another country, and then sending death squads to carry out the edict, changed
something in Christopher. It made him understand that a new danger had been unleashed
upon the earth, that a new totalizing ideology
had stepped into the down-at-heel shoes of
Soviet Communism. And when the brute hostility of British and American conservatives
(Podhoretz and Krauthammer, Hugh TrevorRoper and Paul Johnson) joined forces with the
appeasement politics of sections of the Western
left, and both sides began to offer sympathetic analyses of the assault, his outrage grew. In
the eyes of the Right, I was a cultural “traitor”
and, in Christopher’s words, an “uppity wog,”
and in the opinion of the Left, the People could
never be wrong, and the cause of the Oppressed
People, a category into which the Islamist opHumanist Perspectives, Issue 180, Spring 2012
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ponents of my novel fell, was doubly justified.
During the campaign against the fatwa, the
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who had just left the administration, stopped by
for a late night drink, and proceeded to deliver
a critique of the Iraq war (all Rumsfeld’s fault,
apparently) which left me, at least, speechless. The Wolfowitz doctrine, Wolfowitz was
saying, had not been Wolfowitz’s idea. Indeed
Wolfowitz had been anti-Wolfowitz-doctrine
from the beginning. This was an argument worthy of a character from Catch-22. I wondered
how long Christopher would be able to tolerate
such bedfellows.
Paradoxically, it was God who saved
Christopher Hitchens from the Right. Nobody
who detested God as viscerally, intelligently,
originally and comically, as C. Hitchens could
stay in the pocket of god-bothered American
Conservatism for long. When he bared his fangs
and went for God’s jugular, just as he had previously fanged Henry Kissinger, Mother Teresa
and Bill Clinton, the resulting book, God Is Not
Great, carried Hitch away from the American
Right and back towards his natural, liberal,
ungodly constituency. He became an extraordinarily beloved figure in his last years, and it
was his magnificent war upon God, and then
his equally magnificent argument with his last
enemy, Death, that brought him “home” at last
from the misconceived war in Iraq.

having the life slowly squeezed out of him by
the Destroyer of Days.
Richard Dawkins wrote to Christopher ten
days before he died, telling him that an asteroid had been named after him. Christopher was
greatly delighted and told all his friends about
the Asteroid Hitchens. “Finally!” he emailed us.
“Twinkle, twinkle, little bat!” I replied, paraphrasing the last line of Lewis Carroll’s verse.
“Bravo! You’re a tea-tray in the sky!” It was our
last exchange.
On his sixty-second birthday – his last
birthday, a painful phrase to write – I had been
with him and Carol and other comrades at the
Houston home of his friend Michael Zilkha,
and we had been photographed standing on either side of a bust of Voltaire. That photograph
is now one of my most treasured possessions;
me and the two Voltaires, one of stone and one
still very much alive. Now they are both gone,
and one can only try to believe, as the philosopher Pangloss insisted to Candide in the elder
Voltaire’s masterpiece, that “everything is for
the best in this best of all possible worlds.”
It doesn’t feel like that today.

Last things.
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When I completed a draft of my memoir I
sent a copy to Christopher, who was by this time
very unwell. I didn’t expect him to do more than
glance at it. Instead I received a longish email
containing a full critique of the text, pointing
out errors of fact and quotation I’d made about
Rupert Brooke and P.G. Wodehouse.
There was a last dinner in New York, at
which James Fenton and I, by previous agreement, set out to make him laugh as much as
possible. Distressingly, this unleashed, at least
once, a terrifying coughing fit. But he enjoyed
himself that evening. It was the only gift his
friends could give him near the end: an hour or
two of being himself as he had always wished
to be, the Hitch mighty and ample amongst the
ones he loved, and not the diminishing Hitch

[This article first appeared in Vanity Fair,
February 2012.]
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