
 
 
Kate Johnson on the inspiration for The Untied Kingdom…  
 
The portal to an alternate world was the start of all her troubles - or was it?  
When Eve Carpenter lands with a splash in the Thames, it's not the London or 
England she's used to. No one has a telephone or knows what a computer is. England 
s a third world country and Princess Di is still alive. But worst of all, everyone thinks 
Eve's a spy.  
Including Major Harker who has his own problems. His sworn enemy is looking for a 
promotion. The general wants him to undertake some ridiculous mission to capture a 
computer, which Harker vaguely envisions running wild somewhere in Yorkshire.  
Turns out the best person to help him is Eve. She claims to be a popstar. Harker 
doesn't know what a popstar is, although he suspects it's a fancy foreign word for spy 
. Eve knows all about computers, and electricity. Eve is dangerous. There's every 
possibility she's mad.  
And Harker is falling in love with her.  
 
I blame tuberculosis. 
 
I don’t think the BCG injection is routinely given in schools any more, but when I 
was 13 everyone had to go through the ritual of the agonisingly big needle, the sore 
swelling, the huge scab, and the inevitable dead arm from someone who thought it 
was funny to punch you there. But when I explained this to my Texan friend Amy, 
who happens to be a nurse, she said she’d never heard of it. 
 
 She looked it up in her medical books, and related to me, with much hilarity, that it 
was an injection given only in third world countries. “Did you know you live in a 
third world country?” she asked me. “Well, it’d explain the transport system,” I 
replied. 
 
And we were off! We joked over Instant Messenger about what this world would be 
like—about key moments in British history that could be changed or reversed. What 
if we’d lost one or both of the World Wars? What if we’d never had an empire? What 
if the Industrial Revolution had happened to someone else? I clearly remember 
looking up causes of WWI, and hypothesising whether the assassination of Archduke 
Franz Ferdinand made war inevitable. “Supposing his capable wife Sophie stepped 
into the breach, bringing about an era of peace and prosperity?” I said, and it’s a line 
that made it almost verbatim into the book. 
 
Because somewhere along the way, it went from being a silly conversation to an 
actual Idea. The more I thought about it, the more I had an actual world taking shape 
in my head. And Amy reminded me of a spelling error we’d had much fun with not 
long before: The Untied Kingdom. As I recall, that was what she used to write on 
postcards to me. I don’t think the Royal Mail ever noticed. 
 
Usually whenever anyone asks me how on earth I come up with ideas for my books, 
the look I give them is as blank as the one they’re giving me. “What do you think 
about when you’re washing dishes or driving the car or hanging out laundry? Don’t 
you have these stories running through your head? Isn’t your mind full of other 



people?” For all my powers of imagination I can’t imagine what it would be like to 
not be constantly dreaming of heroes and villains and stories. And yet when it came to 
The Untied Kingdom...yes, I remember exactly how it started. 
 
I think it was tuberculosis. 
 
 
- Kate Johnson 
 


