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To my family and the many other people

who have helped me along the way.
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Introduction
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Return

The golden lion and unicorn emblem is almost faded from the UK passport I slot into the e-gate at Heathrow Airport to come home. The words ‘European Union’ have all but disappeared from the maroon cover, too. Frequent handling at immigration counters around the world has achieved the erasure sought by those who campaigned to leave the European bloc. The only problem is that Britain’s own national symbol has vanished in the process.

The battered booklet has, like the UK, been through a lot since it was issued a month before the 2016 Brexit referendum. Now, in September 2023, I am returning after the best part of 13 years away from Britain, via journalistic postings in Abu Dhabi, Bangkok, Brussels and Tokyo. As the border barriers open for me, I feel a thrill familiar from arriving in places for the first time. I am about to rediscover my own country.

The Piccadilly Line Tube is older and grimier than the spruce Tokyo metro that has been taking me to and from work lately. The train might retort that it fits its user: I am even less to look at than usual after an overnight flight from Asia. I cling to my two large suitcases to prevent them careering into the rush-hour passengers who grow in number at every suburban stop.

At least I don’t have too far to go. My destination is the UK National Archives, a short hop across West London and an appropriate first stop. It is a repository of official accounts of Britain’s past actions around the world, including in quite a few former colonies where I’ve spent time.

I soon make my first bad logistical choice. I switch from the underground to a bus that then crawls for the next 15 minutes through the morning congestion. My homecoming parade is apparently to be a traffic jam just off the A4 near Brentford. I relish the bathos, if not the delay.

An automated announcement tells us the bus will be stopping before its advertised terminus – but it doesn’t say when or where. I ask the driver, who says he is awaiting instructions and doesn’t know either. The woman behind me is complaining on her phone that she set out early for her appointment but is still going to be late. My pangs for Japan’s silken public transport network grow stronger still.

I decide to bail out and continue on foot. I am already behind schedule, given the towers of archive files I can picture with growing anxiety. I barrel down the street with my cases, sweating in the building temperatures of the latest day in the September heatwave. I feel the pitying gaze of a convoy of schoolboys as they pass me on their way to a games lesson. I am dishevelled, encumbered and slightly absurd. In short, I feel ready to be part of life in the UK again.

My return home on a packed Thai Airways flight after a spell working overseas was hardly Odysseus returning to Ithaca. But I did feel I was coming back to a different nation from the one I had last inhabited in January 2011. From overseas, Britain seemed a troubled and anxious place, in a way that cut across society – though of course not everyone was affected equally.

The impression that all was not well had communicated itself to people in the places I’d spent time in. Some asked me about Britain’s welfare with concern, some with bafflement – and some with a sense of poetic justice, given my nation’s history in the world. Truisms about the country’s enduring stability and strength were being reassessed. It was as if Lord Nelson’s statue, a famous monument to historic UK power, were wobbling atop his column in London’s Trafalgar Square.

For many foreign commentators, Liz Truss’s chaotic seven-week premiership in 2022 distilled the sense that Britain was in a bad way. Puzzlement, pity and schadenfreude could all be detected in observations like Bild of Germany’s that ‘The Brexit British currently have a nasty money problem.’1 The Colombian outlet El Colombiano2 perhaps captured best the evaporation of illusions about how Britain is today. The UK was experiencing an ‘interesting hard landing exercise in reality’, it said.

Realisation was scaling the walls of the most complacent citadels of the UK establishment, too. Even conservative British media outlets began to cite unflattering cross-cultural comparisons that would once have been anathema. A March 2023 column3 in the Daily Telegraph wailed, ‘Britain is in a godawful mess – if we were French, we’d have a revolution.’ If the paper saw the chutzpah in running such a piece after 13 years of staunch support for the governing Conservatives, it did not let on.

What Everyone Knows About Britain is about this change in perspective on the country and the reasons for it. I wanted to explore how some in the UK are only now catching up with problems outsiders have understood about it for a while. The nation seems to be struggling not just with its place in the world, but with how it runs itself.

The roots of this book about the UK lie in long absences from it. After I moved to be the Financial Times correspondent in Nigeria in 2002, I spent much of the next two decades outside my home country. I have had the privilege of reporting from countries across Africa, the Middle East, Asia and Europe. I have seen sights on my travels, if not quite the burning attack ships off the shoulder of Orion cited in Blade Runner’s climactic speech. I have covered revolutions, war, a military coup and the rupture of the UK’s near half-century relationship with its continental neighbours. I have felt ashamed in places once occupied by Britain – and guilty about advantages my homeland enjoys today that link back to the abuses it committed. These experiences have gradually – and fundamentally – changed the way I look at my own country.

I return with a welter of modest suggested improvements to domestic life in the UK. I think I will find it impossible to enter a house with my shoes on again. I lament almost daily the lack of the tradition of satisfying, good-value lunches that are the fulcrum of working days from France to Thailand. Belgium’s quality of healthcare and Japan’s systems for preventive disease screening give even more serious pause (as does the palpably superior spray-based toilet hygiene of the Middle East and much of Asia).

The diversity of countries in which I have lived has been educational in deeper ways. I have reported from the woodsmoke rural poverty of Myanmar and the glass-and-steel riches of the Gulf states. I have covered dictatorships and democracies – and many political systems in between.

Cultural differences count, but there are patterns in how governments exercise power and how groups within societies assert themselves. Many of these observations are highly relevant to the UK as the internal struggle for its future unfolds. In dozens of countries across the world, I have seen political powerplays that stoke poverty, conflict and dangerous national delusions. I see examples of some of them in Britain, too.

Which, perhaps, brings us to the ‘B-word’. Brexit is probably the single biggest change to Britain’s place in the world since I last lived there – and it has been transformative. But while its effects are unavoidable and relevant, this book isn’t about Brexit, or at least not about whether it should be urgently reversed. What Everyone Knows About Britain is not the place to look for I-told-you-so lectures on how the UK should rejoin the EU. Britain’s evolving relationship with the bloc is hugely important, but it is just one priority among many that the country faces.

What I have found most distressing about Brexit is the way it has caused British people to turn against each other. I see far more common ground in the country than the shrillest voices on either side might suggest. It feels as if many people still recognise we have a responsibility to each other, through both legal structures and the unwritten bonds of society.

I have been away from the UK for a long time, but over the years I have found myself following events there increasingly closely. It is home and it is what first shaped me. If this book sounds angry or harsh at times, it is because I care. I have developed a strong sense that Britain must do better, in its dealings with both its own people and the rest of the world.

Patriotism is a much-abused term but, by any reasonable definition, there seems to me to be plenty of it still in the UK. It is clear many people want the country to improve. Not all of them like to wave flags, but that doesn’t mean they feel any less strongly about the society they live in. Many of these shy patriots quietly do good in their workplaces or communities. I salute their example and would like to follow it.

It is worth stepping back to register the rapidity of the change in the story the UK tells about itself. When I left in January 2011, the Conservative-led coalition government had just abolished a project to improve arts teaching as part of wider spending cuts. Chinese Vice-Premier Li Keqiang was starting a four-day visit to the UK, as part of a relationship that later led Chancellor George Osborne to hail the beginning of a ‘golden decade’.4 Demonstrators rallied outside the Iranian embassy in London over attacks5 on exiles in Iraq, where British troops were pulling out eight years6 after the invasion.

All those stories look radically different 12 years later, reflecting wider shifts in the UK and its international position. A narrative that the country’s public realm is ‘broken’ has taken hold, as the impact of years of spending cuts has become apparent. The gilded era of Sino-British relations never really materialised and was finally declared dead7 in late 2022 by Prime Minister Rishi Sunak. The sense of the Iraq War as a singularly catastrophic act has hardened after an official inquiry heavily criticised then premier Tony Blair.

It was a dramatic shift from the sense of certainty projected by Blair himself as he left Downing Street less than a generation ago. The May 2007 speech he gave on stepping down8 as prime minister now seems from another world. He timed his departure well – at least for himself. The irresponsible behaviour in the finance industry seeded during decades of deregulation under him and his Conservative predecessors was about to trigger a crisis. Abroad, the bodies of Iraqis and British soldiers would continue to pile up – but that would now be someone else’s problem.

Blair presented his decade-long premiership in self-justificatory terms, with a window-dressing of apparent humility. Near the end, he made a homage to the country. It is instructive to read it in full.


Britain is not a follower. It is a leader. It gets the essential characteristic of today’s world: its interdependence.

This is a country today that for all its faults, for all the myriad of unresolved problems and fresh challenges, is comfortable in the 21st century.

At home in its own skin, able not just to be proud of its past but confident of its future.

This country is a blessed nation.

The British are special.

The world knows it.

In our innermost thoughts, we know it.

This is the greatest nation on earth.



It is quite an achievement that every single point he made is at least highly contestable – and has been proved so by subsequent events. Even allowing for the bombastic register of political elegy, the tone feels alien. Today few Britons, whatever their views, are talking up the country’s greatness, specialness or ease with itself.

Within months of being back, I felt that if Britain were a person, it would need its friends to sit it down and deliver it a few home truths. It has had a rough time lately. At an institutional level, it has damaged others, and increasingly itself, with its behaviour. It urgently needs to allow its more positive qualities to flourish.

It is not surprising that much of this is clearer to outsiders than to some of us in the country. Overseas observers are unencumbered by the folkloric stereotypes of Britishness that those of us who grew up here absorb, consciously and unconsciously. Many foreign citizens have experiences of the UK’s past actions that contrast starkly with its proclaimed central values of decency and fair play.

That’s why this book ultimately concerns something much bigger than Britain. It is about how countries, or at least influential constituencies in them, deceive themselves and become at once grandiose and narrow-minded. It is about the contrasts between our self-images and how we appear to others’ eyes. It’s about the importance of perspective and focusing on what really matters, rather than wasting attention on distractions. It is about life’s many hypocrisies – and its numerous saving graces.

The walk to the National Archives takes me across the River Thames, Kew Green and a splinter of history spanning hundreds of years. The British royal family made Kew their country seat in the 18th century. It was the principal retreat of George III, the erratic king whose forces were defeated in the American War of Independence. During the Second World War, the green was used for vegetable allotments as part of the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign to keep Britain fed.

The archives themselves epitomise the UK’s attempt to reconcile the country it has been with the nation it wants to be. The facility is housed in an intimidating brutalist building behind an artificial lake populated by swans and herons. It has changed much since it opened in 1977 and was visited by Queen Elizabeth II the following year. It aims to project a more progressive agenda than many of the documents in the imperial-era records it contains.

A panel outside the cloakroom highlights the 75th anniversary in 2023 of the arrival from the Caribbean of the ship Empire Windrush. The archives hold many records related to the historic voyage, including the passenger list. The words are inspiring – but they are a reminder, too, that authorities later wrongly persecuted and in some cases deported members of this immigrant generation and their descendants. ‘These British citizens faced discrimination despite the long history of Black presence in Britain and its empire,’ the text reads. ‘Those who settled here had a huge impact on British society, fighting for change to prevent future generations facing the same barriers they encountered.’

I grew up among various provincial southern English environments that reveal something of the good, the bad and the ugly of the country’s past. I was born in Royal Tunbridge Wells’s Pembury Hospital,9 which was built on the site of a Victorian workhouse. It is a reminder of a long tradition of punitive official attitudes towards the poor.

Tunbridge Wells itself has become a place emblematic of a bedrock conservatism sometimes said to define the English nation. It is picturesquely located10 on the sandstone High Weald of wooded hills, fields and farms – classic English landscape, as evoked by J R R Tolkien’s Shire, Rupert Brooke’s ‘The Old Vicarage, Grantchester’ or Miss Marple’s home of St Mary Mead. The town owes much to the monarchy that has ruled Britain or constituent parts of it for more than a thousand years. It has a Church of King Charles the Martyr, named for Charles I, whose 1649 execution began England’s only modern period without a monarch. Its regal prefix was a reward from Edward VII in 1909,11 because the British royals had long enjoyed its spa waters. The popular Georgian promenade of The Pantiles is still a social centre and a spectacle for visitors.

In modern times, Tunbridge Wells has become a base for commuters with high-earning jobs in London. It is – fairly or not – a byword for cosseted insularity. It has been used as an evocation of pleasant but unadventurous existence12 in films from On Her Majesty’s Secret Service to Lawrence of Arabia. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the parliamentary constituency has returned Conservative MPs with healthy majorities13 since its creation in 1974, even during the national Labour landslide of 1997. It was here that Rishi Sunak boasted to Tory members in 2022 how he had diverted money from ‘deprived urban areas’ to places like Tunbridge Wells.

The town is probably best known for the phrase ‘Disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’, which has become a popular trope for comments expressing outrage at some progressive social development. Its origins, like other aspects of Britain’s history, are vigorously disputed. One claim is that it was the sign-off on a genuine letter to The Times from a retired British army colonel. Another is that it was invented by a local newspaper to fill space.

Whatever the phrase’s origins, wide usage has turned it into a convenient truism. Private Eye magazine used it as a sign-off for satirical letters infused with primness and prejudice. BBC Radio 4 even originally called its flagship listener-response programme Disgusted, Tunbridge Wells – although this was wisely renamed Feedback not long after. There is even a disgustedoftunbridgewells.co.uk website, a self-declared ‘political correctness free zone’ with content to match.

There is, of course, more to Tunbridge Wells than the stereotype of rich reactionary bastion allows. In 1913, suffragettes campaigning for women to be given the vote burned down14 the cricket pavilion at the local Nevill Ground. The mayor even declared the town a ‘hotbed of militants’. Political hyperbole aside, the incident showed how in England the radical instinct has often burned stronger than the country’s habit of electing Tory governments suggests.

I spent much of the rest of my childhood in the south-west of England, starting in the coastal town of Torquay. That late 1970s and early 1980s period told another story of modern Britain. Torquay became a thriving resort in the Victorian-era early days of tourism, but the advent of mass foreign holiday travel sent it into decline. It was the setting for the TV series Fawlty Towers and the former home of the thriller writer Agatha Christie, the best-selling novelist in history. Christie’s childhood mansion was demolished15 in 1962 to make way for a squat modern apartment block, as post-war housing demands clashed with lucrative English heritage. I wonder if local councillors weep today when they think of the tourist revenues forgone from decades of lost literary pilgrimage.

In Exeter, the small cathedral city where I spent my secondary-school years, the economic trajectory was the opposite of its coastal neighbour’s. The place has prospered during my lifetime, attracting incomers thanks to its amenities and access to the countryside and sea. The Met Office’s relocation there from Bracknell in 2003 gave it a further boost. Growing social liberalism turned a formerly solid Conservative constituency into what was, in 2015, the only English non-Tory seat west of Bristol.

After university I lived in London for a few years, most memorably near Smithfield on the edge of the City. I loved the sense of deep time I felt from walking through it. Next to the 12th-century St Bartholomew the Great church, one of the oldest surviving in London, is a former site of public execution. The 1305 hanging, drawing and quartering of Sir William Wallace, the Scottish independence leader, is memorialised there.

The area is dominated by the vast gaudily coloured meat-market complex. Smithfield has been used for the buying and selling of livestock for more than 800 years. In 1174, Thomas Becket’s clerk described a ‘celebrated rendezvous’16 of ‘fine horses … swine with their deep flanks, and cows and oxen of immense bulk’.

The site has survived the centuries and was rebuilt after a devastating fire in 1958, but its days finally seem numbered.17 The operation is scheduled to move to a less central location with better traffic access. Even here, English tradition’s long reach can be felt: an objection to the plan cited a royal charter on market relocation dating back to 1247. Henry III’s rule was being used18 as sway in the reign of Charles III, almost eight centuries later.

The UK’s well-recorded and often embellished history feels like both blessing and curse to the country today. It is an anchor in both senses of the word, offering both security and drag. It feels as if it has contributed to an existential smugness that has run through British politics during most of my adult life.

This worldview held that everything would turn out okay, because it always had in the past. Britain was used to having a certain status. The country had fought and its people suffered in terrible conflicts, but it had not been invaded in the memory of anyone alive today. It had been an imperial power, then a victor in two world wars, then a beneficiary of 20th-century industrial prosperity.

In short, Britain was presented as intrinsically secure and different in nature from other countries that collapse into poverty, lawlessness or war. Until recently, many people with power and wealth in the UK seemed to find it hard to imagine such bleak outcomes. It feels like some still struggle to do so.

This has always seemed to me a dangerous and irresponsible view of affairs. My reporting has taught me how national crises can look distant, until suddenly they explode. During the Arab world uprisings of the early 2010s, countries such as Egypt and Syria seemed calm one day – and then revolutionary the next.

It is not as if eruptions have never happened on British streets in modern times. I was in Libya when riots broke out in 2011 after Mark Duggan, a Black Londoner, was shot dead by police. (An inquest ruled the killing lawful. The Metropolitan Police later settled a civil claim brought by Duggan’s family, without admitting liability.) The UK unrest was seized on by Colonel Muammar Gaddafi’s Libyan dictatorship, which was being pummelled by domestic rebellion and a Nato bombing campaign. Libya’s state TV portrayed the events in Britain as a popular uprising against the government. Like all well-crafted propaganda, it had a kernel of truth.

At my hotel near Kew the evening of my arrival, a screen behind the reception desk flashes up the latest news headlines. One is about an escaped terror suspect who will later be arrested in Chiswick, just a bend in the river down the Thames from where I am. Another concerns a false alarm about a mass murder in Lincolnshire, which turned out to be people lying on the floor during their yoga class.

There seems no better place to start my exploration of my new home, in all its seriousness and strangeness. I talk to the receptionist about the heatwave and then comment that I’ve been hearing a lot of chatter about how nothing in Britain works. Her response ends the conversation with pitch-perfect diplomacy and a dash of quintessential Englishness.

‘I think it’s probably the weather,’ she says, handing me the key card for my first night back in this at once familiar and exotic land.
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