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            Youth is wasted on the Young.

            – GEORGE BERNARD SHAW (DIED AGED 94)

             

            We’re all living longer –

            which is a good thing, of course.

            – EVERY LYING POLITICIAN COURTING THE GREY VOTE

             

            Perhaps the War to come will not be between the rich and the poor, but between the Young and the Old.

            – NIALL FERGUSON

            (AGE 52 – AND WHICH SIDE WILL HE FIGHT ON?)

             

            Who wants to be called ‘mature’, like an old cheese? We all know that ‘mature’ means on the verge of incontinence, idiocy and peevish valetudinarianism.

            – JEREMY PAXMAN (AGE 66, RETORTING TO THE MAGAZINE

            MATURE TIMES, WHICH DARED PRINT A PIECE ABOUT HIM)

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Preface

         

         THIS, AS THE title of the series (‘Provocations’) proclaims, is a polemic. At times, perhaps, a rant. In it I iterate and reiterate a main point: that there is a covert, but state-condoned, campaign against the nation’s old. By analogy with ‘ethnic cleansing’ it could be called ‘demographic cleansing’. I have called it ‘war’. Call it what you will, it’s happening; there are casualties – hundreds of thousands of them – and it’s wrong. Very wrong.

         Where the treatment of the British elderly is concerned, we would really rather not know. Even when the facts are staring us in the eye. I open The Times of 16 August 2016, for example (it is today’s issue as I’m writing). The first five pages of the paper are taken up by hosannas for apple-cheeked young Britons winning ‘gold’ for their country in far-off Rio. Hip hip.

         On page 11 of the paper, my eye is struck by three, ostensibly unthrilling, stories. The main article on the page is entitled ‘Dementia Patients Face a Care Lottery’. It opens: ‘Dementia patients are facing a post-code lottery with figures showing that the quality of care varies wildly around the country … in some areas, patients routinely go a year without having their condition reviewed.’

         For ‘reviewed’, read ‘given a damn about’. The article – unexcitedly written (the news is, after all, wholly unexciting) – notes that ‘more than 850,000 people in Britain have dementia’. A goodly number, one would have thought. Twice the circulation of the newspaper. Four times the size of the current UK army. For most of those sufferers the chances of getting adequate care are less than hopeful. If they do, as in every ‘lottery’, it is down to luck.

         Below the fold, on the same page 11 of The Times, there is a story entitled ‘Thousands Have Surgery Cancelled at Last Minute’. Again, the figures are considerable. The piece reports: ‘Nearly 77,000 patients had operations cancelled on the day that they had been due to take place last year. Each day, 210 operations for hip replacements, cataracts and other non-urgent surgeries were called off at the last minute.’

         The specified ailments are, of course, those most common, universal almost, among the aged. They might regard (readily curable) physical immobility and (readily curable) blindness as rather urgent surgery. But who, among the younger tens of millions, cares about those old wrecks? Take a ticket and go to the end of the queue, old-timers; there’s a child with a broken ankle who needs ‘urgent’ attention.

         A third story on the same page 11, snuggled into the right-hand corner, is headlined ‘Abrupt Receptionists Deter the Sick from Visiting GPs’. Deterrence takes the form of rude, barking, dismissive voices at the other end of the phone – receptionists doing as they are encouraged to do by the GPs themselves.

         The article explains: ‘Academics have confirmed that many patients are having to struggle with unhelpful receptionists to get seen by the NHS.’ But who is most susceptible to this widespread bugger-off in the surgery? The old, frail, timid and servile. People in my state of life, if I’m honest.

         All this is in a newspaper but it’s not news. Call it confirmation, were any needed, of ‘normalised neglect’ – something so ‘institutional’ that it barely merits passing mention on page 11 of the nation’s newspaper of record. Indeed, one suspects, the neglect is bigger than merely institutional: it’s nationally condoned. Climatic, insofar as the state can make the weather for us. But don’t make a noise about it. There’s that interesting story about that adorable young Lott couple: love and jockstraps.

         The Telegraph – we’re still with 16 August 2016, incidentally – has the following story that day. The paper caters for a ‘mature’ readership and the report is given some prominence:

         
            Elderly people needing to go into a care home now face average fees of £30,000 a year, as costs are rising ten times faster than pensioner incomes, a study has found.

            A study by Prestige nursing, one of the UK’s biggest care agencies, has shed light on the UK’s ‘desperate and worsening’ care crisis, with the annual cost of a care home room increasing by £1,536, or 5.2pc over the past year. This is almost ten times more than the average £156 (1pc) income gains earned by pensioners over the same period, suggesting that paying for care without spending savings is becoming unaffordable even for the wealthiest pensioners.

         

         The paper quoted Ros Altmann, the former pensions minister, as saying:

         
            Anyone who has some savings will have to spend all their money on care before receiving means tested council support and those who need to go into residential care face crippling costs as fees keep rising. Most people will be forced to sell their homes unless they can find money elsewhere.

         

         Where, one may ask, does that money, if they ‘find’ it, go? Obviously a chunk goes into the ‘care’ which is glossily advertised in the ‘homes’ brochures. But another sizeable chunk dribbles into the pockets of the privatised profiteers running the system. You didn’t, did you, think it was a ‘charity’? You don’t have the money? Sod off. We don’t care.

         Those wanting material more blood-curdling than hundreds of thousands of oldsters contemplating their country’s indifference to their plight may usefully have called up Google News the same day (16 August) and slotted in ‘Elderly Abuse’ on the search bar.

         The grisly chronicle of Ashbourne House care home is promptly shot onto the screen. The establishment, located in Middleton, Greater Manchester and run, with a clutch of other so-called ‘homes’, by the commercial firm Silverdale, ‘provides accommodation for up to 29 people over 65 who require nursing or personal care – including residents with dementia and learning disabilities’. Silverdale is a comforting name – calling up imagery of silver strands among the gold and the rolling countryside of Lancashire. ‘Our Company’s Core Values’ are proudly proclaimed online:

         
            Silverdale Care Homes Ltd has established a ‘Philosophy Of Care’ approach which is reflected in its high standards of care and promotion of residents’ independence. Our philospohy [sic] translates into practice – and our residents receive the best of care through our person-centered approach that respects privacy and maintains dignity.

         

         On 16 August, as the ever-ready Mr Google reminds us, two Ashbourne nurses (‘carers’) have been convicted and are awaiting sentence for the unusual version of ‘person-centred’ care they practised while in Silverdale employ. The story first came to light on 25 January 2016. The Daily Mail made it a front-page story under the headline ‘Shocking video captures two care home workers taunting dementia sufferers by torturing the “comfort dolls” they believe are real babies’.

         Such dolls are given to women with dementia to soothe them. ‘Some vulnerable residents’, the Mail added, poignantly, ‘come to see the toys as their own real children.’

         Imaginative therapy, one would have thought. But a secret camera had been installed at Ashbourne. It showed nurses ‘taunting residents by torturing their dolls’. As the paper reported – with lavish clinching illustration:

         
            Sickening video footage shot at Ashbourne House nursing home … appears to show a member of staff throwing the doll to the floor, distressing its elderly owner. And photographs show the dolls being hanged, put in a tumble dryer and apparently being cooked in a saucepan on a hob … Another photograph shows an elderly woman appearing distressed as her doll is snatched out of her hands, while there are also images of a doll face down in a fish tank…

            A source claims that one picture, showing the doll hung with rope around the neck outside a resident’s bedroom window, was taken as the pensioner was sleeping after staff barged in and put the light on. It is thought that the pictures and video were taken and shared among some members of staff via WhatsApp … The video, apparently filmed in a corridor of the home, shows one member of staff hurling a baby doll at the floor, shouting ‘die baby, die!’. Her colleague, who is filming the shocking scene, asks: ‘How do you feel that you’ve just done that? How do you feel?’ The woman laughs loudly in response, saying: ‘Great, because [resident’s name] is upset.’

         

         Two members of staff were ‘suspended’ after the article (suspended by the neck, over a pot of boiling water, relatives of the patients may have fantasised). An ‘investigation’ was launched, criminal proceedings followed and a judgment was passed on 16 August. The defence that it was merely ‘silly pranks’ did not hold up in court. And, of course, had there been no clandestine cameras there would have been no consequences for the jolly pranksters.

         What had these poor old ladies done wrong to deserve such torment and fundamental insult to their humanity? Nothing. They’d merely hung around planet earth too long, outliving their usefulness or their ability to fight back. Most, one suspects, had outlived their husbands.

         What the Ashbourne customers (don’t call them patients) were put through was manifestly criminal. But it is the attitude underlying the cruel criminality that chills. These poor old ladies, paying between £400 and £800 a week, simply did not matter in the eyes of those paid to look after them. They were good for a laugh: that’s all.

         Why do I care enough about such things to go to the trouble of writing a book? The question is easily answered. I too have hung around too long – 78 and rising at the time of writing. I do not feel for those old people at Ashbourne bloody care home (the place is still in business as I write, by the way), I feel with them. Ask not for whom the Dementia Doll Pot boils: it boils for thee, Sutherland.

         I still, I think, have my wits about me. With luck I’ll go to the grave that way. And what will carry me off, I wonder? If you want a good hint as to how you’ll die, look at your parents’ and grandparents’ death certificates. My family weaknesses are lungs and alcoholism. I’ve had trouble with both.1

         Despite this legacy I have lived longer than any of my ancestors I’m aware of or whose genealogical records I’ve come across. And I have had, it would seem, a luckier, if not necessarily happier, life than my progenitors did. I was released from the working class into which I was born by the 1944 Butler Education Act and, after National Service (hugely enjoyable), drifted into academic life (even more enjoyable). I’ve never drifted out. I have had the privilege of cohabiting professionally with fine minds – colleagues cleverer than me and great literature. 

         I shall carry to my grave (unless I commit some act of spectacular moral turpitude – more difficult as you get older) the comical title Lord Northcliffe Professor Emeritus, UCL. ‘Emeritus’ means scrapheap.

         It’s like walking with a tombstone strapped to your back. But life, so far, has been good to me. May it spare me, and you, dear reader, the terminal horrors of the Ashbourne care home. 

         
            1 My wrestle with the demon drink is chronicled in my drunkalog Last Drink to LA (2001, repr. 2015). I developed late-life bronchial asthma at the same age as my mother, in my early seventies. It killed her, complicated as it was by a lifetime’s smoking and emphysema. I’ve never smoked, medicines are better now, and I live on.
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            Declining to Die

         

         
            Superfluous lags the veteran on the stage.

            – SAMUEL JOHNSON (DIED AGED 75)

         

         IN JANUARY 2012, the Office for National Statistics announced some good news – a commodity in short supply during that bleak midwinter. Most statistics the papers came out with merely added to the seasonal shivers. Not least the grim fact that the price of household fuel had shot up 15 per cent as the mercury plunged down into an unusually bitter holiday season. Where was Wenceslas (age unknown, but well into the vale of years) when you needed him?

         Mortality rates for men, the ‘rapidly ageing’2 nation was informed, had fallen by almost 50 per cent since the 1970s and those for women had fallen by a third. As the Telegraph (21 January 2012) headlined it: ‘Death Rate in Britain at Lowest Level as Most Live into 80s’. The drop (i.e. rise) was ascribed to better medical care and healthier lifestyles, which had spectacularly reduced death from heart disease. 

         Perhaps the winter fuel allowance helped.

         Catastrophic heart attack is a mercifully quick way out. Like pneumonia, similarly reduced in modern times from its former lethality, it is nicknamed ‘the old man’s friend’ because it allows a relatively painless goodbye from the world.3 Just one massive kick in the chest, a second or two for the question ‘What the fuck?!’, and it’s all over. Hello darkness, my old friend.

         It’s not merely that we’re, as a nation,4 living a lot – an awful lot – longer. Death, as Ecclesiastes reminds us, as the dirt rattles on the coffin, will always have its victory and the grave its sting. But we’re dying more gradually. And we live more gradually. We ‘take our time’, as the saying goes.

         Think on this. Shakespeare died aged 52. And he had lifetime enough for six years’ full retirement as Stratford’s most revered resident. He wrote all those wonderful plays and poems ten years short of his bus-pass year and ten years short of the age of the average Daily Telegraph reader (before the paper’s head of books, Gaby Wood, age 45, puts my name on the ‘Do Not Resuscitate’ list of reviewers, as, alas, I am on three major opinion-forming journals, I have confessed to being 78 and rising. Hopefully). The current proportion of the UK population aged 65+ was, in the early years of the new century, around 12 per cent. Before the 2020s, on current rates, it will be 20 per cent, as the Office for National Statistics confirmed in August 2016. There are eight million plus over-70s in the UK. More attain that age every year than come (unwelcomed) into the country as immigrants. Put another way, the UK is migrating, internally, into mass senescence. This imbalance of old over young has never happened before in Britain. Something must be done! But what?

         The statistics have become drearily familiar. In the 1960s, there were eight workers for every retired ‘unworker’ or youthful ‘pre-worker’. In the third millennium, the ratio is shrinking to three to one.

         Workers’ knees buckled at the very thought of it. Older brows furrowed. Politicians dithered and changed the subject. In the fourth estate, Kim Kardashian’s bottom and Wayne Rooney’s hair transplant made more enticing headlines than whatever ‘plight’ was afflicting the aged, and the country obliged to put up with the growing army of old codgers. Or put them somewhere they wouldn’t be noticed. And hopefully move them without too much delay to their last resting place.

         War? Surely You Exaggerate, Professor (Emeritus) Sutherland?5


         
            I can imagine a sort of civil war between the old and the young in ten or fifteen years’ time.

            – MARTIN AMIS (AGE 67)

         

         Even for a series called ‘Provocations’, the term ‘war’ may seem a tad too provocative – or lazy. We (over) use the term hyperbolically and metaphorically; as in, for example, ‘war on drugs’, or ‘war on want’ (what on earth does that mean?).6

         Those of my vintage can remember a ‘real war’. It was a ‘declared’ thing, out in the open. Ultimata were fiercely delivered to embassies, armies recruited and conscripted, civilian populations ‘mobilised’ for the ‘war effort’. Blood, in continental quantities, was spilled. Things were done behind barbed wire, and in the open, too horrible to contemplate.

         My father (dead aged 31) was killed, burned to death, in an RAF plane, in a foreign place I have never visited. Our house was bombed by aircraft from the other side. I recall my mother scooping me up to carry me, incendiaries burning like Walpurgisnacht, to the nearest shelter. It was in what had once been dungeons in Colchester Castle, a building which had seen many wars since Boudicca and the Romans.

         I can smell the dungeon damp still. My eye was caught by a red-painted bucket of sand in a corner. I can see it now more clearly than I can see the screen in front of me.

         Nonetheless, extravagant as it may be, I think the phrase ‘war on the old’ is justifiable in current circumstances, although it is a war without bombs, bullets or red buckets full of sand.

         War takes different forms in the modern world. It is asymmetric, non-conflictual, fluid, and longer-lasting than the precise four and six years of the two so-called world wars. At its least combative fringe, the war against the old I’m talking about is non-violent opposition with attitude – the snarl, the snide, barely heard, comment, even ‘the funny look’.
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