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	  To Buster,
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      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Most of the articles and essays which follow were first published in newspapers and magazines between the autumn of 1965 and
         the summer of 2008. The only exceptions are extracts from Goodbye to Yorkshire, A Yorkshire Boyhood and Who Goes Home?, which were published during the same period.The articles are reproduced more or less in their original form – including
         the (occasionally execrable) headlines. Origin and date of first publication are identified at the end of each piece. In theory
         the articles have been grouped together according to subject matter. Often the association is vague. Sometimes it is tenuous.
         Once or twice it is non-existent. ‘From the Original Story’ has been added to the pieces on English literature because I so
         enjoyed writing it and in order to demonstrate that even that sacred subject should not be treated too seriously.
      

      Three of the regular columns which I wrote during those forty-three years – ‘Listening to England’ for the Guardian, ‘In Search of England’ for the Daily Mail and ‘Letter from Arcadia’ for the Spectator – were overt and unashamed expressions of affection. Rereading other articles from the same period – columns for the Spectator, the Listener, Punch and the Guardian and occasional pieces for The Times and Observer – I realised that many of them were, subconsciously, variations on the same theme. My only excuse is that they represent
         my genuine feelings about the England that was, is and yet may be.
      




      INTRODUCTION

      I freely admit to being a strange sort of patriot. I have never believed in the unique virtue of the Anglo-Saxon race and
         I cannot bring myself to rejoice in the thought that once upon a time the sun never set on the British Empire. Nor – even
         during my wartime school-days – did I glory in the myth that ‘soldiers of the queen . . . had always won’. Long before I had
         heard of Isandhlwana and Majuba Hill, I found it impossible to celebrate the superiority of the Maxim gun over the spear.
         Even my exposure to the patriotic muse did not make me a juvenile John Bull. I preferred ‘laughter learned of friends and
         gentleness under an English heaven’ to ‘let dusky Indians whine and kneel, an English lad must die’. I still do.When a clamour
         arose for Saint George’s Day to be made an official holiday, I suggested (in The Times) that the proper English reaction to such a suggestion was embarrassment.
      

      
         I am an Englishman. My passport was issued by the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and it describes me
            as a British citizen. But English is what I feel and, therefore, English is what I am. I have never believed that my nationality
            made me superior to ‘lesser breeds without the law’ or that, thanks to an accident of birth, I possessed elevated views on
            liberty, democracy and tolerance which are denied to other races. My allegiance is cultural (which means William Shakespeare
            and cricket) and geographical (which means the Peak District and the Pennines) and usually I do not make a fuss about it.

         
             Indeed not making a fuss about being English seems to me an essential ingredient of Englishness. If we possess a national
            characteristic which should be (in Shakespeare’s ungrammatical words) ‘the envy of less happier lands’, it is our emotional
            reticence – the ‘modest stillness’ which Henry V regarded as the proper response to peace and security. American school children
            swear an oath of allegiance to the flag which they fly on their public buildings because the United States is a new country
            which is unsure of its identity. Italian city squares are decorated with statues of the heroes of the Risorgimento because
            Italy was only ‘unified’ a hundred and fifty years ago.The Scots and Welsh proclaim that Scotland and Wales are nations in
            their own right because – very reasonably in my view – they want their countries to be neither treated nor regarded as an
            adjunct to England.We English do not need to behave in those flamboyant ways and we lose something that is essentially English
            if we start to copy the behaviour of less secure nationalities.
         

         When Gordon Brown wrote about ‘common values’ which bind the Union together he was really describing the virtues which should
            inform any civilised society and I very much doubt if Jack Straw, who soon sets off on a journey of exploration, will return
            with a definition of citizenship which is exclusive to Britain (and Northern Ireland) as a whole – unless he comes to the
            Victorian conclusion that only we were given divine dominion over palm and pine. But there is one characteristic which at
            least distinguishes the English from equally admirable races. And I will gladly give his peripatetic researchers suitably
            diffident evidence on the subject. We pride ourselves on not boasting about being English.
         

         When G. K. Chesterton wrote of ‘the people of England, that never have spoken yet’, he did not mean to suggest that we had
            nothing to say for ourselves – merely that while other nationalities ‘talked of freedom, England talked of ale’. We chose
            that subject because, being free, we did not need to assert the importance of liberty and because we would have been embarrassed
            to proclaim our love of what we knew to be our birthright. If we abandon that natural reserve and replace it with oaths, flags, national days and long-winded statements of the civic virtues to which we should all aspire, we may do something to create
            a feeling of ‘Britishness’. But an essential part of what it means to be English will be destroyed.
         

      

      Men who wear roses in their button holes on 23 April will be offended to learn that I explain my affection for England with
         an analogy from farmyard psychology. But it does reflect my honest position. Chickens are infatuated by the first bird that
         they see after they have cracked their way out of the egg. I saw England. In consequence, it is the only place in which I
         want to live – the only wing under which I wish to shelter.
      

      During half a century of serious, or at least national, journalism, I was conscious that were I to put together a book about
         England – part hymn book and part gazetteer – I would be making a dangerous journey in the footprints of giants. In the Guardian, back in 1983, I paid tribute to two of the most famous travellers along the winding English road.
      

      
         Fifty years ago this autumn J. B. Priestley set off on his English Journey. He was just thirty-nine and with The Good Companions already on the bookshop shelves his reputation as a popular but serious novelist was already secure.
         

         His inconsequential essays had begun to add distinction to the foot of several newspapers’ pages. Soon he was to write the
            meticulously constructed plays with the intriguingly ingenious plots. But the Postscripts which followed the Nine O’Clock
            News and made him a welcome visitor in a million wartime homes were still five peacetime years away.
         

         Yet despite the success which he had already enjoyed and the fame which still lay ahead, the story that began on a motor coach
            driving to Southampton is incomparably the greatest achievement of his 89 years.
         

         It is a miracle of straightforward English.Armed with ‘the minimum of clothes, a portable typewriter, the usual paraphernalia
            of pipes, notebooks, rubbers, paper fasteners, razor blades, pencils, Muirhead’s Blue Guide to England, Stamp and Beavers’ Geographic and Economic Survey and, for reading in bed, the tiny thin paper edition of the Oxford Book of English Prose’, he began to write about England as no one had written about it since Cobbett. Indeed, he wrote about this tight little,
            right little sceptred isle with an unselfconscious simplicity that Cobbett could not match.
         

         When Cobbett rode through Hampshire he wrote about the changing pattern of commercial life.‘Between Southampton and Western
            Grove we cross a bridge over the Itchen River.’ The countryside was littered with grand houses and ‘just at the back’ of the
            grandest of them all was ‘another paddock place inhabited by a man who was a coachmaker in the East Indies and whose father
            or uncle kept a turnpike in Chelsea a few years ago. See the effects of industry and enterprise!’ Cobbett found it easier
            to grieve at other men’s misfortunes rather than to rejoice at their success.
         

         Priestley’s vignette of the social and commercial condition of Southern England is so subtle that at first the reader does
            not realise that it is a commentary on how we lived then.There are no booming explanation marks or didactic asides. The story
            is told by a ‘thinnish fellow, somewhere in his forties’ who had ‘a sharp nose, a neat moustache, rimless eyeglasses and one
            of those enormous foreheads – roomy enough for an Einstein – that so often do not seem to mean anything’.
         

         The thinnish stranger wanted to talk and made an excuse to move across the coach’s gangway.‘He was the kind of man who comes
            into a few hundred pounds in his early twenties and begins to lose money steadily . . . there are a few thousand like him
            up and down the country, especially in growing towns and new suburbs.At the end of one venture they begin another passionate
            search for an opening.’
         

         The twentieth-century reincarnation of Messrs Micawber and Polly began his commercial critique in Surrey with gloomy news
            about the profitability of tearooms. By the time that the travellers had reached Hampshire, emigration to South Africa was
            on the agenda. The prospects for raincoats and waterproof hats, cheap furs, the shoe trade and wireless maintenance were all
            thoroughly discussed on the journey south.

             
             I am far too much in awe of J. B. Priestley to allow myself the cynical suspicion that the man with the domed forehead and
            a flair for bankruptcy never existed. I prefer to think that in this, as in other encounters, Mr Priestley was fortunate in
            attracting into his company characters of unusual interest and humorous habits. I suppose that he sifted through three months
            of conversation and wrote down just the home-made aphorisms that kept the journey bounding joyfully along.
         

         I have a vision of the red and round-faced Mr Priestley attracting a moving army of casual acquaintances. Not for nothing
            was he called ‘Jolly Jack’ – most often by people who had never met him. He looked approachably avuncular.And what he wrote
            about England confirms his good temper as well as his excellent judgement.
         

         Other travellers through England – especially those who have set out during the last decade – have found much that displeased
            their eye, offended their sensitive susceptibilities and infuriated their passions for innovation and improvement. J. B. Priestley
            found much in England of which he disapproved. But he always travelled hopefully.
         

         He ‘thought about patriotism’ and wished that he ‘had been born early enough to be called a Little Englander . . . that little sounds the right note of affection. It is little England that I love . . . I dislike Big Englanders. I wish their patriotism
            began at home so they would say – as I believe most of them would if they only took the trouble to go and look – “Bad Show!”
            to Jarrow and Hebburn.’
         

         I am not sure whether or not William Cobbett loved England, or if the England of October 1826 through which he made his way
            to Southampton was less lovable than the England of autumn 1933. But I am sure that without the sort of fondness that J. B.
            Priestley feels it is impossible properly to describe what life is like in this slightly tarnished golden jewel set in an
            increasingly polluted silver sea.
         

         Affection is not the easiest emotion to express in print. It too easily turns embarrassingly mawkish. But Priestley’s expressions
            of territorial infatuation never raise a blush. For he seems to be writing about a plain man’s passion. ‘I would rather spend a holiday in Tuscany than in the Black Country’ he confesses.‘But
            if I were compelled to choose between living in West Bromwich or Florence, I should make straight for West Bromwich.’
         

      

      I include that ancient Endpiece in my introduction to this anthology because the final quotation from J. B. Priestley – West
         Bromwich versus Tuscany – seems particularly appropriate to the circumstances in which the book is being put together. I am
         on the west coast of Italy. The sun is shining, the sea is blue and I am enjoying myself immensely. But, when the time comes
         for my holiday to end, I shall return to England with the joy of knowing that I am going home.
      

   



      Living at This Hour

       

	   

      
      Comparing Shakespeare with other poets and playwrights is usually an unrewarding exercise. His genius is literally incomparable.
         But in one respect – particularly important in this anthology – contrast between him and other writers is possible. Eliot,
         Hardy,Tennyson, Browning – were, in part, made by England. But England – at least the England of our imagination – was made
         by Shakespeare. He, more than any other man or woman, created the idea of martial England on which our patriotism is based.We
         think of it as the sceptred isle of which John of Gaunt spoke – regretting the temporary passing of the ‘fortress built by
         nature’. It is also Shakespeare who takes credit or blame for the Arcadian delusion which portrays England’s story as a rural
         idyll.
      

      
      Only second-rate writers – an essay on Anthony Trollope, the politicians’ favourite novelist, follows – can be described as
         exclusively English. For it is neither subject matter nor place of birth which determines where and to whom a book belongs. E. M. Forster
         wrote that to say that The Seven Pillars of Wisdom was about the war in the desert was like saying that Moby-Dick is about catching a whale. He meant that T. E. Lawrence used the Arab Revolt as a vehicle for an exploration of hope and
         fear, love and hate, loyalty and betrayal. Middlemarch describes the life of a market town in Victorian England. But it is about life.
      

      
      With the exception of Trollope – the frustrated politician – I admired and envied all the writers about whom, over the years,
         I wrote. I knew only one of them well. Philip Larkin was the librarian at my university. Indeed we first met immediately after
         he fell off his bicycle outside the gates of the main building. Our relationship is best illustrated by a suggestion made to me, some years later, by Andrew Motion, Larkin’s biographer. A couple of days before
         I was due to open an exhibition of Larkin’s letters, Motion telephoned with an offer.The letters which were particularly offensive
         about me could be covered during the ceremony.
      

      
      Larkin and I last met in the, now closed, French Club in Saint James’s.We were eating at separate tables but – as he left
         – he came over to me, took me by the hand and led me into the kitchen. It was filthy.‘There,’ he said.‘You will never want
         to have lunch here again.’ I remain astonished that a man of such joyous malevolence could write poems of such sublime sensitivity
         as ‘Dockery and Son’ and ‘The Arundel Tomb’.There may be something peculiarly English about his perversity – or my forbearance.
      

      
   



      
      
      Ministering Angles

      
      ‘We get men into the House now who are clever and all that sort of thing and who force their way up, but who can’t be made
         to understand that everybody should not want to be Prime Minister.’
      

      
      That is not Lord Shinwell’s icy judgement on Parliament’s new generation. Nor is it faint Salisbury praise, damning the ‘too
         clever by half ’ young Tories who entered the House of Commons in the early Fifties. It is Mr Barrington Erle, the ‘good party
         man’ of Trollope’s six political novels. In 1874 those ‘views had been familiar for the last forty years’. No doubt in another
         forty today’s thrusting young men will preach the virtues of humility to their successors. For Trollope captured the timeless
         trivia of politics more than any other English writer.
      

      
      Phineas Finn, the Irish Member; Mr Bonteen; Plantagenet Palliser, Duke of Omnium and Prime Minister of England, are divided
         from the modern Member of Parliament by a hundred years of social revolution.Yet to the credit of Trollope (or perhaps to
         the discredit of Parliament) much of what was said about them then could be said about us now.
      

      
      Parliament’s procedures have changed over the last hundred years, but the essential characteristics abide. Mr Turnbull, who
         always caught the Speaker’s eye, and, being an orator, was ‘not called upon either to study detail or to master . . . facts’
         could easily find a place in the Parliament of 1970. It is still possible that ‘the most unpopular man in the House may make
         himself liked by owning freely that he has done something that he ought to be ashamed of ’.The uninitiated are still surprised
         to discover that ‘despite his assumed fury the gentleman was not irate. He intended to communicate that look of anger to the newspapers . . . and knew from experience that he could
         succeed in that.’
      

      
      It is these glimpses of real political attitudes – assiduously collected in the public gallery of the House of Commons and
         during Reform Club conversations – that bring Trollope nearer than any other English writer to the creation of a credible
         political novel. Often his judgement about politics and politicians is wrong. But that is unimportant. His errors are the
         errors real people made about real politicians a hundred years ago – and are still making today.
      

      
      Aspirants to office succeed, young Phineas Finn was told, ‘by making themselves uncommonly unpleasant to those in power, thus
         being taken to the Treasury bench, not that they may hit others, but that they may cease to hit those who are there’. Two
         books and six years later Lord Brentford says the same. ‘Most men rise now by making themselves thoroughly disagreeable.’
         In the real world it was no more true than it is now, when Mr Enoch Powell sits on the back benches to prove Lord Brentford
         wrong. But it is not a difference between fact and fiction. The difference is between what happens and what is popularly supposed
         to happen. Even a hundred years ago it was widely believed that politics had deteriorated and politicians fallen from grace.
      

      
      St Paul’s Magazine contained the first instalment of Phineas Finn in the year of the second Great Reform Bill. Phineas Redux was published in 1874 as Mr Gladstone’s first Administration fell. The Prime Minister was planned while Disraeli was buying shares in the Suez Canal.
      

      
      That is now said to be the golden age of English politics.Yet in these three novels Trollope wrote ‘loyalty in politics was
         simply a devotion to the side which a man . . . cannot leave without danger to himself ’; ‘there is nothing of loyalty left
         in politics’ and ‘had some unscrutable decree of fate ordained . . . that no candidate could be returned to Parliament who
         would not assert the earth to be triangular, then would arise immediately a clamorous assertion of triangularity amongst political
         candidates’.
      

      
      And these are not presented as the deviant views of some dispossessed and disenchanted Adullamite.They are offered as the
         opinions of Liberal elder statesmen, ambitious Government Whips and the Prime Minister himself. They are clearly Trollope’s own beliefs
         – beliefs common in England even when giants canvassed the land. A great political novel would reveal the truth about politics
         rather than repeat the common prejudice, but that is not within Trollope’s power. What he had seen he could report brilliantly.
         But his understanding came from observation not participation, and in politics the onlooker misses the best part of the game.
      

      
      Politics is about issues, and they are the one thing that political fiction cannot provide. Even in those of the novels which
         are genuinely concerned with politics the great issues of the time make only fleeting appearances. Ireland is mentioned in
         passing. Woman’s suffrage appears as anathema to elderly peers and the preoccupation of ‘progressive’ young women. The disestablishment
         of the Church – the whole Anglican Communion, not just the Church of England in Wales – dominates parts of Phineas Redux, but by then Trollope has turned unashamedly from fiction to a caricature of fact. Mr Daubeny is Disraeli – ‘by many accounted a statesman, whereas to me, he has always been a political Cagliostro’. And when we begin to
         believe in Disraeli, Daubeny becomes incredible.We know it was Disraeli who hung on to office for six months after his majority
         had gone, sustained only by moral flexibility and verbal flair. We know too that after Disraeli’s eventual defeat, the new
         President of the Board of Trade was not murdered by a bigamous Armenian Jew turned Christian clergyman.That happened in Daubeny’s
         world.When the issues are real, the characters are not.When the characters are made to live, there are no real issues in their
         political lives.
      

      
      The illusion of political reality is easy to create for an author who leant for so long over the Stranger’s Gallery railing.At
         the height of his glory, Phineas Finn, First Lord of the Admiralty, went to sea in the Admiralty Board yacht. As no doubt
         did Mr Childers, the First Lord in Mr Gladstone’s government. For a moment it is all real. For the silver from that yacht
         still stands in the office of the Minister of Defence. But real First Lords – as well as arguing about the cost of new ships,
         a perpetual preoccupation of Navy Ministers in which Finn takes part – were bombarding Alexandria or changing the fleet from
         sail to steam. These are things that Phineas Finn can never be allowed to do. Even the Duke of Omnium must live through seven Parliaments and six thousand pages fired only by a patrician
         vocation to public service and a devotion to his Decimal Currency Bill. The great issues we know belong to real Prime Ministers.The
         Duke must govern without a programme.
      

      
      So we are left with the glimpses of how life was, and is, in Westminster. The Duke of Omnium, having become Chancellor of
         the Exchequer, ‘could afford to put up with the small everyday calamity of having a wife who loved another man better than
         she loved him’. Quintus Slide is that well known sort of journalist who claims ‘if it is true I have every right to publish
         it. If it is not true I have the right to ask the question.’
      

      
      Today neither the professional ethics of one, nor the personal sorrow of the other would be thought the stuff of which popular
         novels are made. Politicians were no more admired a hundred years ago than they are today, but they did seem a good deal more
         romantic.Trollope is now left to those who love Parliament and who spend their lives there – and expect to feel in their retirement
         the emotions that the Duke and Duchess of Omnium felt in theirs.‘They sighed to be back amongst the trumpets.They had suffered
         much amongst the trumpets, yet they longed to return.’
      

      
      Guardian 26 June 1971
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