Led By Donkeys’ daring renaming of Michelle Mone’s yacht spotlights pandemic profiteering scandal
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At the Charleston literary festival earlier this month, members of the activist group Led By Donkeys, Ben Stewart and Oliver Knowles, shared a captivating narrative about their audacious 2023 stunt: renaming Michelle Mone’s yacht, the Lady M, to “Pandemic Profiteer.” What began as a cheeky act of resistance turned into a thrilling tale of mischief and bold intent, complete with an unexpected chase scene as they evaded security guards while racing back to their van after affixing a giant sticker to the luxury vessel. Originally, the group's ambitions had been even grander: they sought to commandeer the yacht and sail it back to the UK, presenting it to His Majesty’s Treasury in a gesture of protest against Mone’s controversial financial gains during the Covid-19 pandemic.
The notion behind this playful coup resonated deeply with the festival's audience, embodying a collective frustration at profit-seeking behaviour during a national crisis. Mone's admission of profiting £28.8 million through her company PPE Medpro, which supplied substandard personal protective equipment during the pandemic, remains contentious. Her financial gains, much of which stemmed from contracts awarded through the controversial VIP lane—designed to expedite government contracts for companies recommended by politicians—have sparked fierce debates about ethics in public procurement. Though Mone has denied wrongdoing, and her family’s assets are now under scrutiny following an investigation by the National Crime Agency, the sense persists that this episode reflects broader systemic issues within UK governance.
In a context where societal trust is waning, acts of public resistance, such as Led By Donkeys’ initiative, serve as poignant reminders of the accountability owed by those in positions of power. Mone's husband, Doug Barrowman, infamously remarked that their family was “always going to benefit” from their privileged standing in business—a sentiment that has drawn ire, particularly when viewed alongside the suffering experienced by many during the pandemic. The spectacle of a yacht renamed to highlight such discrepancies speaks not just to a singular act of protest, but to a yearning for justice that many in the audience felt, particularly in light of Mone's recent personal and political unraveling.
The implications of Mone’s actions reverberate across the socio-political landscape, reminding us that governmental competence and ethical conduct in business are not merely optional but essential. The Led By Donkeys installation also draws attention to the collective responsibility to confront power. Their emotional art can provoke an awareness that transcends any single misdeed—it offers a balm against despair by insisting that we bear witness to injustices, whether they manifest in financial misconduct or grave humanitarian crises, such as the tragic outcomes of war.
Amid an audience drawn together by a shared sense of moral outrage, Knowles and Stewart were met with a standing ovation at the end of their talk—a spontaneous display of support that transcended the usual confines of applause, encapsulating a communal commitment to standing against the malaise of governance. The collective experience of witnessing their audacity allowed an exploration of both societal grief and the possibility of change, nudging those present to consider the significance of their voices and actions in the face of wrongdoing.
This episode encapsulates a striking moment in contemporary dissent—a blend of humour, seriousness, and a collective demand for accountability that ultimately may shape the narrative of our socio-political landscape in the years to come.
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