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In this paper I aim to address the question ‘Is personal emotional involvement a necessary prerequisite to engage young people in local political and social issues?’ 
Writing in the early 1970s, John Branfield was amongst the small number of contemporary writers addressing an adolescent audience on political and social issues immediately relevant to their circumstances. Living and working in West Cornwall, his first novel for young people dealt with the unsettling and dangerous immediacy of the chemical defence experimental establishment at Nancekuke. 
Focalised through Helen Roberts, the daughter of a former Nancekuke researcher, the novel explores the maturation process through a parallel journey of personal emotional development and encounter with corporate authority. Helen’s place-based identity is key to her investigation whilst her personal relationship develops through shared political activism. It is through the latter that she comes to accept the limitations of personal versus corporate power.

My paper investigates the novel from three inter-related perspectives:

Firstly, Helen’s concern initiated by a threat to the environment with which she identified. Secondly, Helen’s emotional response to the threat, since she believes her father’s work is a factor in his death, and thirdly her growth toward maturity as she develops an understanding of the complexities of the issues in which she and her friends are engaged. 
