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Everything in this book really happened. Some of the names have been changed to protect the innocent





Preface



As our regular readers will know, I sometimes like to start with a mental picture of your good self as you are picking up and reading this book for the first time.


This was fairly easy to do in the case of Grumpy Old Christmas, because there was a strong likelihood that the book was being received as a Christmas present. We envisioned the recipient flicking through the first few pages, and trying to work out how to appear to be in good humour about the assumption that he was a grumpy old bastard who would find lots to enjoy in a book about how crap Christmas is. A tricky one, I think you’ll agree, but I like to believe that between us we got through it fairly well.


It’s a bit more difficult in this case but, for the first of what are bound to be several indulgences in the following pages, I’d like us to imagine that you are reading this on the bus, tube or train, on the way to work. And if you are in a car on the way to work, it’s to be hoped that you are listening to the talking book or sitting in the back while your chauffeur does the driving. If you’re reading and driving at the same time, I’m sure that’s fine, but then just watch out for me as I go by on the pedestrian crossing just in front of you. No need to worry, obviously, about the lollipop lady.


If I’m right, and you are on your way to work, you could do this exercise with me. If I’m not, you could either read on and visualise this next bit, or you could stop reading and do something useful until you are next on your way to work. Up to you. I have no control over you … obviously …


Anyway, on your way to wherever you are going this morning, or tomorrow morning, or whatever, just pause to take a close look at the faces all around you. Look into the faces of the other commuters. On the bus. On the street. On the train. On the tube. On the pavement. In their cars. Just take a careful look.


Probably you don’t want to stare too overtly, because round our way that could get you filled in, but see if you can have a good hard neb without the person you’re looking at catching your eye.


It shouldn’t be too difficult, because one thing you’ll notice fairly quickly is that most people are gazing into space. What unoriginal novelists describe as ‘staring into the middle distance’, not focussed on anything in particular, just existing in a faint fug of semi-consciousness. Chances are that lots of the people you’ll be looking at have ear-plugs or ear-speakers or whatever the hell they call the things that we used to assume meant that you were hard of hearing, and are listening to some noise which is not dissimilar to the racket that’s going to be drilling into your skull for eternity after you die and go to hell for your sins.


A sea of faces, line upon line, like waves merging, all basically the same, and all ever-so-slightly different. After a while of doing this, by the way, I think you’ll find that you start to wonder how it’s possible for there to be so many different people, all with the same basic configuration of two eyes, a nose and a mouth, but all looking just slightly different from one another. All those millions of people, and all looking just very slightly different. Weird shit, huh?


Anyway, that’s not why we’re looking. We’re looking to see if we can discover something about the world of work. Most of these people are on their way to work. On their way to do the thing they spend more of their time doing than anything else, other than sleeping. More, then, than anything else in their conscious life. Eight hours a day on average, plus anything up to another four hours or more for the commute. Maybe as much as twelve hours out of the twenty-four, five or more days a week, dedicated to the thing that enables us to pay the bills.


So since this is such an important part of our lives then, I guess we must all take enormous care about what we do – and that we’re happy doing it. That must be right, yes?


Well, let’s see if we can get a clue by looking at the faces. What do you see? Bright happy shiny people full of optimism and looking forward to the challenges and exhilaration of the day ahead? Does anyone see that at all? Some chance.


If you see the same thing that I see, you see a picture of despondence. A picture of despair, desperation and disillusion. You see crowds upon crowds of mostly pallid complexions which look as though they have never seen the sun. Or indeed black or brown faces of people whose ancestors probably saw a lot of sun, but who equally look as though they haven’t been in daylight for the past decade. You see the faces of the walking dead. An animated Lowry.


What is that devastating line from Henry David Thoreau? ‘Most men lead lives of quiet desperation and go to the grave with the song still in them.’ People who look as though they have had their inner selves surgically removed with scalpels, whose blades have been tempered in the fires of hell. Vacant expressions on faces half-paralysed with inertia, unable and unwilling to react or respond in any way to what their senses are telling them about the world outside. A sort of half-life, neither fully asleep nor fully awake, existing in a twilight zone.


In fact it’s not that they are failing to engage with the outside world. What they are actually engaged in is their daily struggle to keep the real world out for as long as possible – or at least until they get to work, at which point they probably have little choice but to sharpen up just a bit and do their level best to look as though they’re part of the human family. Some more than others, it has to be said. Have you ordered a cup of coffee in Coffee Republic? They don’t seem to bother at all.


What is this like? No, just think about it for a minute. What is this like? So far as most of us can be certain, we’ve all got just one life. It’s not, as the ever-expanding posse of bores-for-England keep reminding us ‘a dress rehearsal’. This is it. One chance. One go around. One life. ‘Seize the day’, and all that bollocks. And just look at us. Just look around. How are most of us spending it?


Sitting on the train, in the tube, on the bus etc etc for hour after hour after day after week after year, as our lives slip away – just so that we can work for most of our waking lives – for the man. Our precious lives slipping away like sand through a timer, and the size and shape of the kick we get out of that can be seen imprinted on all those faces.
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And it’s not just some of us, it’s all of us. ‘It may be the devil, or it may be the lord, but you’re gonna have to serve somebody.’ Isn’t that what Dylan sang? ‘You may be the ambassador to England or France …’ etc. No matter who you are, or where you are, you have to serve somebody.


When I first heard that, about 400 years ago, I knew it must be true of the waiter or the hospital porter. I’ve been both of those in my time, and I sure as hell had to serve somebody. But at that time I thought that actually it wouldn’t be true if you were the Chief Executive. Well guess what, since then I’ve been the Chief Executive, and sure enough – just like the waiter and the hospital porter, you get to serve somebody.


You’ve got to serve somebody if you are the Queen of England or the Prime Minister. You’ve got to serve somebody if you are the President of Russia or the United States. What is more – and I think we can all take some comfort in this – you’ve got to serve somebody if you are the richest man in the world. Yes, it turns out that Bill Gates isn’t able simply to hoard his billions and relax doing what the hell he likes. It seems as though he has a conscience that forces him to justify all that money – to try to buy the thing that all of the billions don’t confer by right – the respect of the rest of us. So he’s serving society’s expectations that rich men will do philanthropic works. Good for him, we all say, and especially good for him that he’s the richest man in the world, and he still has to serve somebody.


All of which is a long way around of saying that this book is for everybody. This book is for the GPs, the JPs, the MPs and the VIPs. The masters, the servants, the slaves. It’s about the world of work and all its evil deeds, and it turns out that in some way or another everybody has to do it. So don’t be surprised if you see Bill Gates buying this book at a news-stand. And if you do, just make sure the little fucker isn’t stealing it – because I’ve got a living to make.
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The Origin of the Species


So then, what is going to be our take on the world of work which isn’t more than adequately covered by all those hundreds of volumes dedicated to it and cluttering up the shelves in your local library or bookshop? And why oh why would anyone want to buy and read a book about work in the first place? Surely it’s bad enough to have to do it, without actually having to read about it?


The answer, we hope, is that as with every other important aspect of modern life, the ‘Grumpy’ point of view can give us a new perspective on something we have habitually regarded as a commonplace.


Yes, that’s our job. To provide an interesting and, hopefully, entertaining new perspective on a lot of otherwise familiar stuff. We’re allowed to hope that it’ll be entertaining rather than just a load of whining because Grumpiness, as all true Grumpy Old Men and Women know, is not about being grumpy. It’s not even about being miserable or unhappy.


It’s a surprising fact, but by and large we’re not.


Grumpiness is a way of looking at the world. A prism through which all the ultimately absurd bloody nonsense which dogs our everyday lives, hour by hour and minute by minute, can more healthily be viewed. In a nutshell, it identifies, names and shames all of the bollocks we have to put up with, sometimes at a distance of more than 1,000 yards. (Yes, I meant yards and not metres.)


So how and where did the Grumpy phenomenon begin?


There can be little doubt that Grumpiness itself has existed for a very long time; obviously at least as far back as the era of Snow White, the technical term for which, I believe, is the days of yore. But I think that in all modesty I can lay claim to be the first to have identified Grumpiness as a clinical syndrome.


What happened was that I was flicking through the pages of the Daily Telegraph at home, and came across an article which said something like ‘35–54 year old men are the grumpiest in Britain’. As I was about fifty at the time I read on with something as close to interest as I can usually summon when reading the daily paper.


The article was reporting the results of a survey which had been designed to try to discover which demographic group was the most cynical, the most depressed, the most generally pessimistic and pissed off. God knows who wanted to pay for a survey like that, but evidently someone did. They had asked a whole range of questions such as ‘Do you think the world is a better place than when you were a child?’, ‘Do you think the NHS is improving?’ and (good one this) ‘Do you think that our leaders know better than we do?’ Blimey.


They had obviously received the whole range of replies to their idiot questions, but when they did their little analysis at the end of the questionnaires, it turned out that this middle-aged group of men answered with the most negatives. 35–54 year old men. The grumpiest age and gender in Britain.


Being, at the time, right in the core of this group, I of course recognised the phenomenon. I fitted the description to a T (whatever that means). I was grumpy. Grumpy about the telly, grumpy about everything to do with travelling, grumpy about other people, grumpy about mobile phones, grumpy about supermarkets, queuing, airports, grumpy about newspapers and the radio. Well, you get the idea – just about everything pissed me off.


Up until then, I had assumed that it was just me. That I was the only person going around the place with a continual running commentary inside my head: ‘Why has that bloke got a question mark strapped around his ear?’, and ‘When did it become alright to record my conversation “for training purposes”?’ Sure I occasionally used to worry that maybe I was going a bit crazy: since the Old Testament times, hearing voices hasn’t necessarily been thought of as a good thing. But it wasn’t like I was hearing these voices out loud, and it wasn’t as though they were telling me to start walking around with a billboard around my neck. Certainly they occasionally told me to pick up an uzi and climb to the top of the tower, but as I seldom felt in much danger of giving in to the urge (other than when I saw John McCririck, obviously), I thought that my little inner voices were just the burden I had to live with.


So having read the results of the survey, I started to wonder, and I began to ask all my mates of about the same age as me whether they felt that they were grumpy. ‘Of course,’ they replied, almost to a man, ‘given the state of the world, how the hell could anybody be anything else?’ Or words to that effect.


I began to wonder why this might be. Why it is that apparently the 35–54 year old age group of men were the grumpiest, and not so much the older people, and not so much the younger people?


Traditionally we would have associated grumpiness with older people, by which I obviously mean even-older people. The term Grumpy Old Men would ordinarily have been thought to apply to ageing dribbling old gits sitting on park benches complaining that ‘it wasn’t like this when we were young’. But, surprise surprise, according to this survey, this older group was generally markedly happier than their middle-aged children. (And why, by the way, is there no word in English meaning ‘grown-up children’? – that’s another bloody irritation.)


Apparently, grumpiness had skipped a generation.


After a while and a lot of talking to people, I started to attach some logic to this phenomenon, and I have come to believe that the hare-brained nonsense I came up with must have some validity because over the years it has turned into a theory, and then into a number of TV series, and then into several books, a stage show, and a small industry. Yes, what started as a chronic state of getting-more-hacked-off-as-every-day-goes-by has now become a franchise.


It goes like this.


Grumpy Old Men grew up believing that the world was going to be a better place. Mostly we grew up in the sixties or the seventies – pre-Thatcherite Britain. It was a time of social revolution – or as near to social revolution as we were going to get – this is, after all, only Britain. We’re not France, for heaven’s sake. We believed in love and peace and harmony and quite a lot of free sex. Actually, having asked around about this too, I have discovered to my great relief that there wasn’t quite as much free sex around as we might have been led to believe, but that’s by the by. Probably a hangover from post-war rationing.


The point is that our parents and grandparents had survived two world wars, and therefore carried all the heavy baggage that inevitably goes with personal tragedy and loss and deprivation, and that’s not to mention being woken up every night to the sound of sirens. But instead of making them grumpy, with only a small number of exceptions, it made them grateful to have lived when so many others had died. And it also made them feel the need to act responsibly, feed and clothe the family, and take an annual holiday in Benidorm if they could get a couple of weeks off in the summer. Limited expectations in a land fit for heroes etc etc. Far from being grumpy, they were relatively cheerful. Modest aspirations, easily fulfilled.


Our kids, on the other hand, didn’t have any memory of postwar rationing, missed out on the liberation afforded by the contraceptive pill, didn’t have the Vietnam war to react against, and were not the first people to discover starvation in Africa. They didn’t have parents who were going to over-react to an eccentric haircut and in fact, because their parents were ageing hippies, they didn’t have much else to rebel against at all. So the result seems to be that by and large they don’t care about anything. They’re not overly cheerful, it seems to us, and they’re not overly grumpy either. They’re more or less acquiescent, and that’s another thing that makes Grumpy Old Men grumpy. That kids aren’t angry. Because that’s part of their job; kids are supposed to be angry. But again, that’s another story.


So that just leaves us then. 35–54 years old, or thereabouts, and pissed off. And if you can identify with this and you are a little younger, or you can identify with all this and are a little older, take heart and remember. It’s totally cool to be grumpy.


Grumpiness turns out to be both the blessing and the curse of those thus afflicted. The blessing is that we feel liberated about being able to recognise bullshit for what it is and for the most part being able to get a reasonable perspective on it; the curse is that we seem to be doomed to see contradiction, nonsense and sheer bollocks in every person and every place we look, and simply cannot prevent ourselves from asking questions about things that everyone else in the world seems to find obvious and acceptable.


What sort of thing am I talking about? Well of course, we’re spoiled for choice, but how about this? It’s a little thing, sure, but it’s an illustration.


Today I was walking down the corridor of our office building when I came to a narrow part, and the young bloke who does general odd-jobs around the place was walking towards me from the other direction. Actually in our business, for some reason, we call this function a ‘runner’. It eludes me why this should be, because I’ve never seen this bloke run, and I never expect to see this bloke run. Nor have I ever seen any of his colleagues in any situation run. Actually I’d be less surprised to see my daughter’s pet goldfish break into a fast trot than I would be to see one of these blokes running, but that’s by the by. And the question of what his job is called isn’t the point of the story.


No, the point of the story is that this runner rather courteously stopped at this narrow part of the corridor to let me continue my way uninterrupted. Part of me likes this because it shows that he has some respect for his elders, but another part of me resents the fact that he obviously thinks I’m too fat to be passed in this part of the corridor, which is narrow but not all that narrow. Also indeed, that he plainly thinks that I am so decrepit that I need to be given leeway, rather in the way that I will usually give a wide berth to an octogenarian or someone with a zimmer. Again, all good fodder for further grumpiness, but still not the point.


Let’s get to it, at last, shall we? To the question that Grumpies ask but which seems not to occur to everyone else. Being as how he had stopped, even though I hadn’t asked him to and wasn’t sure how I felt about it, I naturally said ‘thank you’ and quick as a flash he responded with the words ‘no worries’. And so here is the question that Grumpies would ask which everyone else would seem apparently to find obvious.


What does that mean?


‘No worries’? ‘No worries’? Why does this bloke think it’s necessary to tell me that there are ‘no worries’ about the fact that he has paused momentarily in his stride to let me go by without breaking my stride? Why does he need to reassure me of that? It would never occur to me in a million years that there were any worries. Why would anybody worry about that? So I really don’t need to be assured that there aren’t any.


Even I am not so sheltered that I don’t know that this is an Australian version of the phrase ‘no problem’, but this in itself defeats me. If someone had told me a few years ago that this utterly naff Australian expression would become current in Britain, I would have laughed until my head burst. These people have done for the English language what Dr Harold Shipman did for the red Ford Espace. All my instincts are that we would be about as attracted to the idea of emulating their way of speaking as we would be to stepping in a three-week-old turd – with bare feet.


If this bloke had said ‘not a problem’ – which seems to be in equally common modern parlance – I would have thought it was bad enough. How could it cause a problem to lose half a second while I go by? But please, not ‘no worries’? What on earth …?


Want another one? Another example of questions that pop into the minds of Grumpy Old Men that don’t seem to occur to normal people? Probably not but I’m on a roll here, so maybe just a quickie.


How is it legal to advertise a help-line phone number but not to employ anyone to answer the phone? No really. How can it be OK to cause other members of the human race all the irritation, annoyance and bad temper that inevitably arise from doing that? See what I mean? Obvious to everyone else, apparently, but not at all obvious to Grumpies.


What do people mean when they say they’ve called or emailed me just to ‘touch base’? Does that mean they have something to say but didn’t say it? Or that they don’t have anything to say but wanted to remind me that they’re alive? I guess it’s just another of those word things, but it irritates me. And there are ten thousand more.


So there we are. We’re Grumpy. Grumpy Old Men and Grumpy Old Women. We probably aren’t going to fight back because we can’t be arsed. We probably aren’t going to write to our MPs because they’re more useless than the people we’re complaining about. We probably aren’t going to take to the streets because we did that all those years ago about Vietnam and rather fewer years ago about Iraq, and look what good it did us.


But we are going to point it out. And we’re going to be angry. And then when we’re done being angry we’re going to be tetchy, and then we’re going to cry, and finally we’re going to laugh. All of which taken together adds up, in the way we have now defined it, as ‘Grumpy’. We’re Grumpy, and who in their right mind would be otherwise?


No no, we’re not going to do anything useful, but equally we’re not going to suffer in silence. We used to. We used to sit and read or watch the various symptoms of the fact that our world has been taken over by officious arseholes, and just mumble or mutter or look skywards and tut. But then along came ‘Grumpiness’. Grumpy Old Men and Grumpy Old Women. Yes that’s right, we’ve made it OK to be grumpy.


We’ve made it OK to point out that the only reason that this two-lane road has now been narrowed by a huge bulge in the pavement so that you have to wait for ten minutes for a pause in the oncoming traffic, is because there is some lame brain in an office trying to spend his budget and justify his continued existence. Rather good to state loudly and frankly that ‘your call is important to us’ simply cannot be true because if it was you would answer the sodding phone. Very commendable to point out to the bank manager that charging us £40 to send us a letter telling us that we are 26p in the red is not OK, and that we want it refunded or we’ll take you to court.


Phew. Got a bit hot and bothered there. Sorry. Let’s calm down and think for a minute. Oh yes. We’re Grumpy. Grumpy about everything in general, but in this volume we’re Grumpy about work in particular.


As I mentioned earlier, I’ve been a waiter and I’ve been the waited upon, I’ve been the hospital porter and I’ve been Chief Executive, so that in the following pages I hope we can get a little perspective on all of them.


So then, what is our plan? Well I think what we’ll do is to see if we can distil the Grumpy’s experience of work into a chronology which you might find useful when working out how to get a job, keep a job or cope with losing a job. Some of it might be helpful if you are a sort of apprentice Grumpy and need a few tips on how to cope with all the bollocks that employment has to throw at you. Some of it may be good advice if you are not a Grumpy at all, but have to deal with Grumpies in the course of pursuing your chosen career.


Along the way we might bump into some personal reminiscences derived from a lifetime of being vexed, irritated, and generally pissed about in the workplace. So that if, like me, you are a fully fledged Grumpy, you might recognise a few things along the way. And if in the course of doing so we can add a sometimes entertaining perspective to the daily grind that seems to be the lot of all of us, then our day will not have been entirely wasted. I suppose.
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Junior School Expectations


So that’s how Grumpy Old Men and Women got to be so grumpy about the world in general, but how did we get to be as jaundiced, cynical, disenchanted and generally hacked off about the world of work in particular? Because it seems that the wide world of work introduces a whole new dimension to our grumpiness.


Getting a job, starting a job, commuting to a job, doing a job, trying to get along in a job, surviving a job and leaving a job – voluntarily or otherwise – are all sources of considerable vexation, and none of that is to mention all the stuff in between.


Well, as with every other aspect of Grumpiness, our grumpiness about work derives from the triumph of disappointment over expectation. Grumpy is what we become when our hopes and expectations are disappointed. When the warm and balmy dreams of the summer days of our youth are confronted by the icy blast of the reality of the modern world. And so to get to the bottom of how our youthful hopes and dreams about work were shattered, I found myself wondering about the first impressions we gained as kids about what the whole experience of work was going to be like.


One of the rare treats enjoyed by Grumpy Old Men and Women when we were at junior school was the occasional film show. Does anyone remember that? We would be summoned to the hall by the sound of classical music played on a wind-up gramophone with one of those speakers that looked like an ancient ear-trumpet. You remember, His Master’s Voice, and you expected to see a puppy sitting underneath. A lovely big black shiny flat disc with a label in the middle going around at seventy-eight revolutions per minute. That’s a lot of revolutions.


A needle on the end of an electronic arm scraping along inside the parallel grooves like an ice-skater. A few seconds of noisy grainy static before the first bars of music emerged. The arm holding the needle bobbing up and down alarmingly as it struggled to stay in the groove. Everyone had to tiptoe around it for fear of the needle jumping out and slewing across the record with a sickening screech, and thereby ruining it for ever in an instant.


Does anyone remember a natty little drawer somewhere on those old machines which contained the replacement needles? You’d unscrew a little wheel holding the present one in, and carefully replace it with a nice new one. Everything would sound crisp and clear for about five minutes before something else happened to damage the new needle and it needed to be replaced again. We’re talking well before the ‘stylus’, which was a whole other thing.


Resonating out of this ear-trumpet there came forth a tinny but wonderfully evocative sound that you can still hear every bit as clearly in your head today, echoing around from the deep recesses of your mental hard-drive across time and space from maybe forty-odd years ago. In our case the regular music of choice was what I learned later was a background melody to ‘Jesu joy of man’s desiring’, and every time I have ever heard that particular piece of music from that day to this I instantly smell the smell of stale cabbage and floor polish in my nostrils and I’m back in short trousers and wearing a tie that I didn’t know how to tie.


At the sound of the music bouncing off walls, all glossed in green and cream paint, and reverberating around the corridors, everyone in the school would form into their snakes, in pairs, excruciatingly embarrassed to be holding hands with the girl next to you, and proceed to the hall. For some reason I had been paired off with Diane Tyler, whose hands were always sticky from constantly carrying around the contraband sweets which were a form of currency in the playground. Do you remember all that? Flying saucers? Sherbet dips? All sorts of all sorts.


Once in the hall we would sit crossed-legged on the floor, in our rows, the youngest at the front, the middle ones in the middle and the oldest at the back sitting on long benches which we called ‘forms’. I reckon there were about 150 of us.


The school hall was just a big empty room with walls covered by paintings and projects, most of them about outer space or the pyramids, and with no furniture other than a few bench seats around the edges. There was also the nature table, which exhibited a motley collection of fir cones, acorns, conkers, dried leaves, eye of newt and tongue of toad, and rotting bark from trees of types and varieties which did not exist within twenty miles of West Norwood. The closest we got to nature round our way was the occasional squashed hedgehog in the middle of the road, the fascination of its bloody assortment of mushed-up guts and spines luring us into the path of a further accident.


In the middle of the hall, standing high up on a plinth like a primitive icon, there was a bloody great machine which turned out to be a film projector, its many wheels and cogs and moving parts painted in mottled metallic grey. A worthy object of worship for impressionable and tiny kids.


The film itself was wound up tightly on a big reel hoisted up above it by a tapered metal arm. For some reason I could never fathom, it seemed that none of the teachers was quite able to master what now seems to me to be the rather simple task of threading the 16mm film through the little pathways of cogs and sprockets, passing in between the projected light and the lens, and then out the other side to be collected on a revolving reel at the bottom. Somehow or other the film always took a wrong turn along its prescribed route, turning anti-clockwise around a wheel around which it should have turned clockwise (if you see what I mean). Or the tension was too loose, or the tension was too tight. Certainly the tension was fairly intense on the many occasions that the thing ground to a sickening halt with the air filling with the unmistakeable smell of burning celluloid.


Everyone from that generation can still recall the particular clickety click of the electric motor and see the flickering light on the screen. The hall had very effective black-out blinds, presumably left over from the war, which used to render the whole room into more or less total darkness – which always set everyone off giggling with a mix of nervousness and anticipation. Roderick Laylor would take the opportunity for a quick tug on the pigtails of Carol Hastie, whom he teased without charm or mercy but on whom he undoubtedly had a very precocious crush. Even pre-pubescent, Roderick was a little bit of a wanker.


These few moments of complete darkness also provided the cover for a range of other sins and iniquities such as the passing of idiotic notes of the ‘you stink’ variety, and the exchange of any ‘class A’ drugs that were then in fashion. Got your attention? Just seeing if you were still awake. The closest we got to ‘class A’ drugs in those days was a Wagon Wheel.


This was well before anyone had discovered anything as mundane and irritating as health and safety, so that in what must have been the rather likely event of a fire, no-one would have known the way to the exits. In those innocent days, before negligent teachers who killed children in their charge would face the consequence of being paraded on the front pages of the tabloids, our teachers welcomed this as a chance for an hour or so of peace and quiet. A chance for them to nip out into the playground for a swift drag on a Consulate, and God knows what else.


The head teacher, Mr Spanner (anyone remember him? the bloke with halitosis?), would give us a little introductory talk along the lines of how lucky we were to have the chance to see films during school hours, and how he would have given his right arm to have had such a treat when he was at school. I remember we thought that this was a particularly vivid and unfortunate reference because, of course, the class 3 teacher Mr Pottinger had at some time in the past indeed given his right arm. Though not, I was later assured by my father, for the sake of being allowed to see a film.


Anyway, I guess these films must have been made by whatever was the contemporary euphemism for the Ministry of Truth. Mostly they were propaganda of one kind or another, about the upcoming 11 + and the virtues of the different types of education available to us thereafter. I remember that all of us wanted to be sure to fail the 11+ because the prospect of doing all that woodwork and sport looked so much more fun than all those creepy and pallid-looking kids with the centre partings doing Latin.


From its standing start with a cross on the screen, the reel would run down through the lens, 8–7–6–5–4–3, and then nothing until the first picture. The sound would crackle into life from a small box at the front of the class. Fanfare, title caption, and off we would go.


I remember one of these films in particular which caught my imagination because it was about what life would be like in the 21st century. I well recall wondering why anyone would bother to tell us what life would be like in forty years because by that time we would be about fifty years old, and surely therefore we would all be dead? And if not, we’d be as close to it as made no difference. Certainly in the wholly unlikely event that one might still be alive by the age of sixty, we would be just an embarrassment to ourselves and everyone else. That was even older than my parents, for heaven’s sake, and they were fossils in their early thirties.
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