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Judith Smith  

The short review was: 

Put your life on hold - this is a one 

sitting, page turning book that will 

keep you captivated. Remember to 

breathe.  

Absolutely superb. James Naughtie has 

captured the shadowy word of spies during 

the Cold War brilliantly with sympathetic 

characters and a clever and fast- paced 

story. Beautifully written with a satisfying 

ending. If you like John le Carre you will 

love this. 

 You can follow Judith on Twitter: @jedziah 

 

 

Maureen Evans  

For those who love a good thriller, journalist and broadcaster James Naughtie’s 

first novel, set in mid-1970’s Britain will not disappoint.  Throw into the mix 

politics and foreign officer minister Will Flemyng’s past experience as a cold 

war spy and the scene is set for an intriguing journey into both past and 

present loyalties and rivalries, not only political but personal. Taking 

place over the course of a long weekend, Naughtie keeps up the pace 

throughout.  A riveting read which kept me absorbed right up until 

the end. 

You can follow Maureen on Twitter: @Mollye 

 



Linda Hill  

'The Madness of July' has layer upon layer of intrigue as Naughtie 

weaves the web of political life.  

Not a keen reader of the thriller genre, but well aware of Naughtie as a 

journalist I wasn't sure what to expect of 'The Madness of July' and it took me 

about 50 pages to tune in to the narrative style. Initially I found the obliquely 

written prose and the numerous characters difficult to engage with, but found 

myself hooked in almost without my permission.  

James Naughtie has produced a complex web of intrigue and international 

deceit and spying, mixed with murder and relationships involving lovers, 

colleagues and families so that there is someone and something for every reader 

to relate to.  

The oppressive heat of July is well conveyed and makes the reader feel its effect 

alongside the main character Will Flemyng.  

Perhaps the most successful aspect of the novel is the way in which Naughtie 

makes the reader wonder what still goes on in the corridors of power and how 

much we really know of our own governments and their intrigues. 

'The Madness of July' is intelligent, well written and actually quite 

disturbing. It is, too, a really good read. 

 

 

Sarah White  

An entertaining and engrossing thriller, moving between 

Westminster, Washington and the Scottish Highlands.  

This is a superior thriller.  As it’s James Naughtie’s first novel, I had no idea 

what to expect, but the glowing recommendations on the cover from Kate Mosse 

were reassuring before I had even opened it. 

The book is set over a long, hot weekend during the mid 1970s, switching 

between Westminster, Washington and the Scottish Highlands.  Will Flemyng is 

a government minister and former spy.  An American has been found dead in 

the Palace of Westminster.  Events are unravelling between ministers and 

senior civil servants.  This long hot weekend will see everything resolved but 

how?   

This is a real page turner of a story.  James Naughtie uses his knowledge of 

these worlds to create very evocative pictures of Westminster in near meltdown, 



of Washington and the landscapes of the highlands.  Whilst the events take place 

in the 1970s, the setting is timeless.  Similarly, the political machinations are a 

key part of this book, but the specific political parties are not. 

An entertaining and engrossing read. 

 

Clare Topping  

Will Flemyng gets a call out of the blue from an old cold war colleague, warning 

of rumours that may put him in danger.  The body of an American spy is 

discovered in a Westminster cupboard, apparently the result of a drugs 

overdose, but why was Will’s number in his pocket.  Then there is his discovery 

of a menacing letter left on a photocopier; not signed or addressed but surely 

meant for someone in government.  In the background he is awaiting the 

revelation of family secrets uncovered by his older brother.  When his other 

brother suddenly returns from America, Will knows that the issues at 

Westminster are as serious as he feared.  But, why does this bring his brother 

back, why was the American in London, is it connected to his friend’s warnings, 

how does it link back to Berlin? 

Written in a similar way to many le Carre novels, this plot has many 

twists and builds the tension throughout.  The reader is left wondering 

how it might all fit together, indeed does it all fit together? Where do the family 

secrets fit in and can Will get to the bottom of it all in time despite having only 

part of the necessary information to go on, or will the threatened madness 

descend? 

This is a thoroughly enjoyable read, difficult to put down, but slightly let 

down by an ending which was less complicated than the plot would lead you to 

expect.  However, still 5 stars for a debut novel.  

 

Katie Hoare 

‘The Madness of July’ is set in the mid 1970s, with the main focus on Will 

Flemying, who is the foreign office minister and had worked previously as a 

spy. Problems are faced when a body of an American agent is found dead, and 

leads our protagonist in a web of intrigue between London and Washington. 

This story is broken up into 28 chapters, running over 6 days starting on a 

Thursday and finishing on a Tuesday. Even though this story does flow and the 

reader gets a feeling of what London was like in the 1970s, I did feel that I could 

not always engage with all the characters. I had the feeling that the portrayal of 



the English characters were just right, but felt that the American characters 

sounded just as English as the English characters did, and the author had forgot 

to add some of the American intonations to those that needed them. Even 

though there is in some good descriptions of ministerial procedures, there was 

on a couple of occasions it was a bit too long and detracted from the story. 

However, if you like political intrigue and a body, it is an easy read, 

and the ideal if you were going on a long haul flight or a beach read. 

You can follow Katie on Twitter: @boggedoff 

 

Susan Walsh  

A body uncovered by chance brings about a cover up.  The world of 

politics once again causes quite a storm for certain individuals.  

James Naughtie hits top level with this gripping tale of political lives, and a 

murder. 

A body found is hushed up and disappears..a real "who dunnit" & why? 

Will Flemyng, portrays a classic minister who is always trying to keep that one 

step ahead. 

Always looking over his shoulder, he finds himself in constant danger. 

This is a real page turner and will keep you coming back for more, 

"an intriguing story" that delves into the past as well as present day. 

A must read. 

You can follow Susan on twitter: @truckermercedes 

 

Donna Smith  

70's political espionage, intrigue and murder with an added twist of 

human emotional entanglement. 

I was not aware of James Naughtie as a journalist, and although I read crime / 

thriller fiction it’s not one of my go to genre's.  That said this book has a certain 

flow to it that works.  Set over the course of one hot summer weekend in the 70's 

in Westminster, Washington and Scottish Highlands in the political and 

espionage world.  There are multiple characters which are hard to keep track 

of, and its a very "wordy" book.  I enjoyed being thrown back to my childhood of 

the 70's in a world before mobile phones, internet access and CCTV.  It was easy 

to not read the book, but I read the final 175 pages in one sitting and it made all 



the difference to my enjoyment.  If you can spend the time reading it in one or 

two sittings you will benefit from it. I found a few of the characters were left 

with loose ends, I am not sure that the female characters were portrayed or 

explored to their potential.  On the flip side Will Flemyng was very well 

discussed and I was able to picture him easily. Overall an enjoyable debut 

novel. 

 

Fiona Maclean  

Not my usual style of book which is perhaps why I struggled. It is, 

however, unusual for me to never find a 'way in'.  

Being brutally honest, this book never worked for me.  I found the 

characterisation weak with too many marginal individuals and the plot 

obscure.  The narrative style felt clumsy - as if the author was trying to 

formalise a news story and somehow managed to make it seem a little pompous 

at the same time.  Quotes within speech for example and far too many 

unfinished sentences made it hard to read... 

I'll try again when I have the time to read larger chunks at one go because I 

suspect my issue with the book may have been exacerbated by a hectic schedule, 

so that I was reading in short bursts. 

You can follow Fiona on Twitter:  @fionamaclean 

 

Glenda Worth 

This book isn't usually the type of book I read.  A political thriller with lots of 

twists and turns, incorporating a personal journey of brothers finding out 

about their mother.  I enjoyed the book, but found I had to concentrate 

to keep up with the many different characters involved. Having said 

that the book was one I couldn't put down!  

 

 


