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            “Pomp & Circumstance is a classy reminder to the doom-mongers and cynics who want to write Britain off that they do so at their peril.”

            Jonathan Ashworth, Labour Together

            
                

            

            “This book is the antidote to Britain’s crisis of confidence. Our traditions and values help us face the future and they should be celebrated.”

            Iain Dale, LBC

            
                

            

            “An important and absorbing reminder of the importance of those colourful, deep-rooted rituals that have shaped Britain’s soul – and why we meddle with them at our peril.”

            Robert Hardman, Daily Mail and author of Charles III: The Inside Story

            
                

            

            “A wonderful examination of the UK’s customs and a celebration of those who created them. Guaranteed to cheer you up.”

            Alister Jack, Baron Jack of Courance

            
                

            

            “Pomp & Circumstance is quietly subversive and challenges readers of all parties, and none, to reflect on how best to learn from our island’s past.”

            Peter Kellner, former president of YouGov

            
                

            

            “Egalitarianism resents colour and custom because they mark difference and stir emotions that cannot be tamed by officialdom. Tradition liberates us from fashion and its transitory tyrants. You’d never have found Karl Marx at a morris dance.”

            Quentin Letts, Daily Mail

            
                

            

            “There’s no one better placed to tell this important story about Britain’s traditions.”

            Cathy Newman, Channel 4 Newsii

            
                

            

            “Jolly, exuberant and brimming with affection for Britain’s rituals and traditions, this is a book that revels in our national character and looks forward with admirable optimism.”

            Dominic Sandbrook, The Rest Is History

            
                

            

            “A thoughtful exploration of tradition and what it offers in this world of radical change.”

            Dan Snow, historian

            
                

            

            “An army of solemn bores have dismissed tradition as a restraint on progress and a reservoir of bigotry. Penny Mordaunt and Chris Lewis demonstrate that, on the contrary, tradition is a handmaiden of progress and a source of meaning. And they do so in the best way possible – by telling the stories of British traditions, from royal weddings to cheese rolling, in all their glory and absurdity.”

            Adrian Wooldridge, Bloomberg

            
                

            

            “Traditions and rituals are like treasures. This book puts them in its readers’ reach, so they can own and enjoy them, because they belong to us all.”

            Major-General Alastair Bruce of Crionaich

            
                

            

            “Chris Lewis and Penny Mordaunt illustrate perfectly the importance of tradition as a cultural foundation – but that doesn’t signify an old-fashioned approach. Innovation thrives on tradition.”

            Edmund King OBE, president of the AA

            
                

            

            “An intriguing, heartfelt and surprising elegy to the astonishing role of tradition and ritual in modern British life.”

            Rory Stewart, The Rest is Politics

            
                

            

            “The world turns to the UK for innovation. The risk involved can only be mitigated by trust, and Britain leads on creativity in large part because of its traditions – that includes some of the more eccentric ones, which this book rightly celebrates.”

            Norman Foster, Baron Foster of Thames Bank
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ix
            Preface

         

         Being part of the coronation of HM King Charles III on Saturday 6 May 2023 changed my life in ways I didn’t expect. My first inkling of this was just after the ceremony. I got changed, packed my kit into my car and drove from Westminster back to Portsmouth. Until that moment, I’d simply been focused on doing my job. I was just relieved that it had all gone well and I hadn’t let anyone down. I hadn’t tripped up. I hadn’t dropped the Sword of State. I’d resisted looking over my shoulder at the head of the procession. This was mainly because we’d trained and rehearsed over and over again with military precision.

         In the following weeks, I was sent hundreds of pictures of me carrying the Sword of State that had been drawn by children, together with hopes for their own futures and good wishes for their new King and their country. Others wrote letters about their pride. I received more letters about the coronation than I did votes at any election. I realised that the spectacle was a manifestation of all they held in their hearts about our country. We’d all been through so much with Covid and the death of Her Majesty. I knew it really mattered to so many.

         Some were overwhelmed, perhaps by the emotion of the time, but so many wrote to me to thank me for my role on the day, saying how they really felt about the country. There were so many questions about how I managed to carry the weight of the sword. I hadn’t really given it much thought. Frankly, I was too busy concentrating.

         Looking back, though, the ancient tradition of the coronation did something unusual. No one forgot their sadness about Her Majesty xQueen Elizabeth II, but it made them think about the future that was vested in His Majesty the King. The tradition helped us through the transition. It helped us all see a bigger picture.

         It was the composer Gustav Mahler who said: ‘Tradition is not the worship of ashes, but the preservation of fire.’

         There are times when it feels like we’ve lost our appetite for the future. The coronation, though, seemed to reignite the nation’s appreciation for the things that had stayed constant, despite everything changing. It taught me something that I knew but had not fully understood until then. Right from the moment I delivered the Accession Council at St James’s Palace to the moment I carried His Majesty’s regalia at Westminster Abbey, something became clear. The ceremony and tradition brought together the many elements of what forms the constitution, the monarchy, the judiciary, the executive, the civic, the national, the local and the individual. It did what it was designed to do. It brought us together. It helped us through uncertain times. It reassured us during a time of loss. It helped us to process the past, understand its importance and prepare us for the future.

         This is true of all traditions, whether they be national, local, formal or frivolous. These traditions become more important in rapidly changing times.

         This book looks at the dramatic events of the last twenty-five years and at our current mood. It asks what challenges we face and how we might tackle them. It catalogues royal, military and state traditions and asks what is quintessentially British and why. There is a particular focus on the royal and the military because these are our most ancient and vivid traditions.

         Finally, it draws conclusions and asks how our traditions prepare us for the future. It finishes with a UK-wide calendar of local customs and additional national events organised by season.

         If you look through this calendar of events, it won’t escape you that whether national or local, ancient or modern, they have much in common. They venerate royalty of all sorts – Pearly Kings are important, as are carnival queens. They pillory politicians of all levels. They xicelebrate identity and character. They cherish the next generation. They honour sacrifice and the selfless. They mostly involve dressing up, behaving unusually, banging a drum, marching around, drinking heavily, risking life and limb and, above all, laughing.

         Our sense of humour seems to be the only thing we take really seriously and with good reason. It tells us about someone’s timing, judgement, attitude and even terms of reference. It tells us how well they will bear stress and maybe even how much fun they might be. It also tells us about their humanity. After all, bureaucracy seldom has a sense of humour. It was Charlie Chaplin, a south London boy, who looked at Adolf Hitler and decided that the best response to unimaginable evil was to mock it in The Great Dictator.

         So, if you’re wondering why I’m writing a book about the monarchy, the military or morris dancers in the Midlands when the world seems to have gone mad, it’s because there’s something in our traditions that has become more important recently, given the increasing volatility.

         Many feel these traditions are under threat and need to be defended. I agree. In a time of rapid change, they mean a lot to us. Our character is deeply ingrained in our culture, history and many of these ancient rituals, both national and local.

         If ever a lesson needs to be learned, it’s now. All politics is local. A wave of nationalism is being felt in many countries. This is not new in history. It’s often felt in hard or uncertain times. It ends up with a retreat to national borders and a turning inward. That would be a disaster for Britain economically, socially and culturally, given our international trading past. This is where our history comes in. Because we’ve seen it before, we’ve learned. We’re uniquely positioned to adapt. I believe that localism is the antidote to nationalism. It’s precisely the fear of losing our national priorities that’s driving nationalism – the notion that globalism, left unchecked, will rob us of our high streets, churches, pubs and our identity.

         One person we hear a lot from these days is the cynic. They are so xiicertain about us and our country. They’ll write it off. They’ll say it’s finished. That everything in Britain is broken or second-rate. But all that does is undermine morale and confidence. Since when did anyone improve with constant criticism? Our military, our schools, our charities, our universities, our police, our hospitals, our businesses, our emergency services are full of hard-working, dedicated people who love this country. They are not lazy, greedy, feckless or stupid. And if you condemn them, how would that make them less so? Leadership is about getting people to be the best they can, not sticking a label on them. The public knows this and remains sceptical of those that have done nothing to help and who have no real feeling for who we are.

         These cynics say they know our country, but if they really did, they’d know that you can never write us off. We’ve heard these voices so many times before. We’ve been written off when facing the French at Agincourt. Written off by Europe when embracing religious reform and becoming a Protestant country. Written off when facing the Spanish Armada. Written off against Napoleon. Written off when facing the Nazis alone. Written off after Dunkirk, when Churchill came to power. Written off when Margaret Thatcher came to office. Written off when facing the Argentinians. Written off when taking on the trade unions. Written off again when Margaret Thatcher left office. Written off before the 2012 Olympics. Written off after Brexit. Written off after having five Prime Ministers in six years. This attitude was satirised by Noël Coward in 1952.

         THERE ARE BAD TIMES JUST AROUND THE CORNER

         
            [image: ]

         

         https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tSA5C8mQcLQ

         xiiiThere can only be one provenance of this sort of miserabilist certainty – mediocrity. You never really know how things might turn out. In all human endeavour, belief is important. If you believe you can succeed, then there’s more chance you will. Imagination and innovation grow from a sense of hope, not hopelessness. Our democratic and capital systems also run on this belief. The investor has faith that they might get a better return in the long run. The student believes if they are educated, they might be more successful. The doctor knows that patients that want to get well, often do better than those who have given up. It’s a bit like Tinker Bell’s light in Peter Pan. Brains are important, but belief matters more. Belief and pride is to nations what self-respect is to individuals – a necessary condition for self-improvement.1

         The only truly predictable indicator of the future is our character and culture – and ours is good. It is stubborn, sceptical, industrious, funny, practical, level-headed and fair. No matter what the world has thrown at us, we’ve always surprised it with our adaptability. We’re able to do this because we know who we are. So, if the present doesn’t make much sense, then we often take a step back into our traditions and their enduring values.

         Our identity matters, because character is destiny.

         
             

         

         Penny Mordaunt 

         October 2025
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411Notes

            1 https://www.newyorker.com/culture/cultural-comment/richard-rortys-philosophical-argument-for-national-pride
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            Some Notes

         

         MAKING SENSE OF IT ALL

         There are many types of customs and traditions in the UK. Some are regular or recurring as part of daily life and others are specific events according to a calendar. Others are organised for an event e.g. a wedding, death or anniversary. Where the customs happen according to a calendar, they have been incorporated into the Calendar of Our Customs at the back of this book. Where they occur by event, we’ve grouped them by their type, e.g. military or royal, or both.

         MAGPIES AND WELLY WANGERS

         In our research, we came across so many customs and traditions, we couldn’t include them all. We have therefore not included simple sayings and family traditions such as saluting single magpies and asking: ‘Where’s your wife?’ This would no doubt get us accused of various gender- or religious-based assumptions. If you get upset by misgendering Corvids, then this book is definitely not for you. Similarly, if your welly wanging contest has been excluded, then apologies. We’ve tried to include a mix of the ancient and modern, the significant and the silly. Similarly, there are many sporting events without unusual or surprising traditions, so we’ve also excluded those. Nor have we included every book, animal, cultural, religious, music, arts and craft and entertainment festival or show. We earnestly hope that this in no way discourages a future invitation to the Dunn-by-Badley Donkey Derby.xvi

         NEW TECHNOLOGY BAFFLES…

         The traditions are bewildering in their diversity and scope. They only really come to life when you can see them happening. To address this, we’ve incorporated QR codes that link to videos. You simply point your mobile phone camera at the code to see the link. There are only so many things you can do in words to describe the mad spectacle of Cooper’s Hill Cheese Rolling or the Maldon Mud Race.

         HEROES

         There have been a huge number of people who have helped with this book. Thanks are due to James Stephens, Mark Wallace and Lord Ashcroft at Biteback Publishing, without whom neither this nor our previous book Greater: Britain After the Storm would ever have been completed.

         My special thanks go to my co-author Chris Lewis. Although the book is written in my voice, he has helped enormously in writing, researching and shaping the ideas. I am indebted to his tolerance of my mangled spelling. My dyslexia was first diagnosed in 2020 and without help, this book would not have seen the light of day.

         Thanks also to the brilliant Eliot Wilson of The Spectator, Sarah Aitchison for her patience and proofreading, Umang Dokey for his illustration and design and Simon Billington for the creative supervision. Thanks also to Air Vice-Marshal Simon Edwards CB and Lieutenant Commander Hugo Mitchell-Heggs RN for their expertise and guidance on military tradition.

         Most of all, I want to thank all those who have invented, revived, preserved, organised (and been hospitalised) while cherishing and creating the traditions this book celebrates.

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Chapter One

            THE END OF AN ERA

         

         
            This chapter details the many reasons why the Conservative government lost power in 2024. Why did it demonstrate such a lack of understanding of the British people? This chapter also records my role in the coronation the previous year and the effect it had on me. Why did I want to write a book about British traditions and the importance they have at the centre of British life? How did they influence my community? How do traditions help us cope with change? What happens when they are ignored or forgotten?

         

         
            Ethel Gibbons: It’s wrong, isn’t it? All this ‘down with everything’ business? 

            Frank Gibbons: Well, there’s something to be said for it. There’s always something to be said for everything. But where they go wrong is trying to get things done too quickly. We don’t like doing things quickly in this country.

            Noël Coward, This Happy Breed1

         

         Let’s turn the clock back to 5 July 2024, around 3.30 a.m. The Returning Officer for Portsmouth North has just confirmed that I have lost my seat in the general election. Nationally, it was the Conservative Party’s worst defeat in its parliamentary history. It was not difficult to 2work out why. From 2016 to 2024, we’d had five Prime Ministers in six years and the country didn’t like that.

         Portsmouth North is usually the colour of government, so I was not surprised by the result. It was an 18 per cent swing against the Conservative Party. In any case, I felt I’d lost the seat a hundred times previously. This was just the final time. It was lost when we failed to listen to businesses. Lost again when we failed to protect our borders. Lost when we failed to act after accessible healthcare drifted further away from the needs of patients. Lost when we forgot the fundamental nature of the British people. This is what I said when the result was announced:

         
            Tonight, the Conservative Party has taken a battering because it failed to honour the trust that people had placed in it. You can speak all you like of security and freedom, but you can’t have either if you are afraid. Afraid of the cost of living or accessing healthcare or whether the responsibility you shoulder will be recognised and rewarded. That fear steals the future and it only makes the present matter. That is why we lost. Our renewal as a party and a country will not be achieved by us talking to an ever-smaller slice of ourselves but by being guided by the people of this country, and if we want again to be the natural party of government then our values must be the people’s.

         

         We didn’t lose to the overwhelming love of our opponents. We lost to a well-deserved contempt for our offer. The irony was that most of our MPs and our party membership knew it and felt the same way. There were so many leadership contests appealing to an ever-narrower slice of the party that we ended up talking to ourselves. It was time for a change.

         The inflection moment in my personal campaign was not about policy or economics. It was the decision by the Prime Minister to leave the D-Day commemorations early. At the start of the campaign, polls showed a 5 per cent lead in Portsmouth North. His decision baffled 3veterans and colleagues alike and was the end of any chance we had of retaining the seat.

         Even in the aftermath and following his explanation, many of his aides still did not get it.

         Why was this so difficult to understand? Our history is there for everyone to see. We have a martial tradition and we should be proud of it. Proud of Trafalgar and Waterloo. Proud of the Battle of Britain and certainly proud of our D-Day veterans. Proud of our history in general. If not, which country would you rather trade our history with?

         In my own patch, we’re proud of Portsmouth’s role in launching the liberation of Europe. Proud of our role in the Cold War. Proud of the Falklands. Proud of the Royal Navy. And proud of those who still sacrifice and serve. They don’t do it for money or medals. They do it for duty – another thing that seems to have fallen out of fashion. How have we forgotten that? Every town, every village, every city in this country has a memorial to those who did their duty.

         Whoever occupies Downing Street, it really matters that they respect, honour and make time for our values and traditions. If you are in a position of leadership, you represent all of us no matter what you do. If you are absent, so are we.

         In any case, it should be the sort of thing politicians should want to do. God knows we’re associated with enough that goes wrong. It makes a nice change to celebrate success. Maybe some consider they are somehow above these humble values. It is not the government or the civil service that provides continuity in Britain. The electorate’s views may change, but collectively, we still hold some immovable beliefs. We want our nation to be fair, effective and capable. We admire people who get things done, who build things, who create opportunity. We value service, compassion and courage, in the many forms it takes. Our motivation is the love of family, of community and of country, irrespective of our political beliefs.

         4Go into any shop, pub, cafe, business, charity, church or sports hall and you’ll see them. They’re called volunteers. They are a great British resource and we produce them by the thousands. The greatest political lesson I ever learned was not from think tanks or Substacks or policy papers but from these volunteers. They do the hospital visits; they run the ‘meals on wheels’ delivery services and the youth clubs.

         When I was selected to give the Loyal Address in Parliament, it was not for my overwhelming intellect. It may surprise you to learn that I was not cultured and crafted in the Oxford Debating Society. I got the job because I was ‘Pompey Pen’, the Portsmouth girl from the factories and pubs. I didn’t stamp my political beliefs on my constituents. They stamped theirs on me. It’s been said of Portsmouth people that they have no need of flags. They wear their patriotism on their sleeves. To know Portsmouth is to know British people. They don’t want politics. They want practicality. And that has been my experience as well.

         When my mother died, I was fifteen. I’d been a child carer from thirteen. I did what my mother and her generation of volunteers had taught me. I got on with it. They say love comes in many forms, but I honestly wasn’t thinking about that. I did not begrudge the daily chores. They’re not an expression of love and duty. I didn’t even think about them. You don’t when you’re coping. It wasn’t until much later that I had any idea that this wasn’t normal. It certainly wasn’t unusual in my experience. I’m not from the millennial generation where everything is shared on social media. Even if it had existed then, I wouldn’t have had the time to post things.

         Real life isn’t what gets played out on social media. When big things happened to people of my generation and background, there was enough drama. I knew how to do more with less. Trying to access government services can be complicated. When you’re hard up, you don’t have the time for this. These days, most of our politicians have degrees. They know the answers to the questions. They’re book smart. You can read lots about lots of things in books, but experiencing them first-hand is different. I believe everyone in government should know 5what it is actually like to use government services. The queuing, the form filling, the duplication, the waste, the missed opportunities, the absence of excellence.

         I just viewed my circumstances as tough luck. I also knew I needed to find a job that I could do while still at school. It’s the lot of so many in our country. They just get on with it. So that’s how I ended up as a magician’s assistant. It was good money. I could do it in the evening. These days, people are amused by this. Why did you want to do that? Well, of course, a politician needs a serious career to fall back on… no, of course, I didn’t want to do it. Would you enjoy being gawped at wearing a stupid outfit? It was a necessity. It was the most money I could make in the little time I had outside of school and caring. While my peers were out on Friday and Saturday nights, I was to be found in ballrooms, messes and hotels across the country. Sometimes three venues a night. With an incontinent rabbit.

         My school didn’t encourage me to apply to university. I don’t blame them. I was often absent due to other responsibilities. But my city, the most entrepreneurial in the UK, taught me there was more than one way to get where you needed. I had no role models. No one thought I’d make anything of myself. There were no connections or experiences of the life I would go on to live. And that’s where Portsmouth plays a role again.

         There’s something special about ports. They make you feel part of something bigger. They hint that there’s something out there, just beyond the horizon. For generations, curiosity has propelled citizens over the horizon to seek new experiences, ideas and opportunities. When you leave a place, the memories of it somehow grow within you. You begin to learn more about yourself and the place you came from. Every departure is an arrival. It’s why I love another old-fashioned writer – Rudyard Kipling.

         
            
               Winds of the World, give answer! They are whimpering to and fro—

               And what should they know of England who only England know?2

            

         

         6You only really understand something when you leave it.

         Every port town is full of people on the lookout for what’s next. I didn’t know it at the time, but I was struggling. When you’re young, though, you have more energy and you can cope with more. I got to know people during this time who have remained lifelong friends. I would see them on social occasions in the city at commemorative services, Royal Navy events or ships coming in or out. Because of my father’s military service, I’d always been interested in that community. The Navy often held open days when you could get close to the ships, both foreign and British. By the time I was ten, I had already been on a submarine, could identify a Wasp, a Merlin and a Sea King helicopter and had witnessed Hermes taking the task force out of Portsmouth Harbour bound for the Falklands. I’ll never forget it. I saw the looks of pride and fear on the faces of the crowd, watching their dad, brother or son going off to war – pride that they were doing their duty and the fear of what the cost of that duty might be. But the duty was unquestioned and automatic. I saw the looks on their faces when they came back – those that did come back. In combat, there are no ungrateful survivors. There are no atheists either.

         Everywhere you go in Portsmouth you walk in the shadow of sacrifice and service. It’s all around you in naval and commercial dockyards. History is a spur, but it can be uncomfortable, too. It can ask difficult questions such as ‘In 2,000 years of history, do you really think war has finally come to an end?’, ‘What will you do if it comes again?’, ‘Will you be ready?’ and, above all, ‘How would you deal with it?’

         That’s one of the reasons why I joined the Conservative Party. I had a gut feeling for these unspoken feelings. It was proud of our history. It didn’t seek to judge, revise or rewrite it. It also fit who I was. The party was primarily practical rather than political. It rewarded independence. It was patriotic. It was the party of defence and law and order. It also had a generation of giants – local legends like Frank Jonas, the docker turned Lord Mayor – who were as famous locally as Margaret 7Thatcher was nationally. They were common sense personified. They were a breed apart.

         To get a measure of him, here’s Frank’s party political broadcast at the 2024 general election.

         
            [image: ]

         

         https://x.com/PennyMordaunt/status/1802993879077052483?lang=en

         People like Frank don’t talk about the struggle between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat or ownership of the means of production. They understand that we don’t start from a theoretical place. We deal with imperatives and practicalities.

         Thatcher knew this, too. She was a conviction politician, quick to recognise that real people care about their history, cultures and traditions. They couldn’t care less about political ideology. They’re too busy for that. Her politics and beliefs were not rooted in essays and books but in her experiences of family and life, having been brought up in a grocer’s shop. She witnessed a father’s determination to provide and do his duty. Yes, she read Hayek and understood Friedman, but after all the theory, she was focused on practical things. She wanted the nation to be capable, powerful and respected. That pride gave her the confidence needed to take risks. That comes from knowing who you are and what you represent.

         I got on well with her. You can just tell sometimes how someone looks at you. I felt comfortable with someone who knew what real life was like. I think she also knew the insecurities felt by women in politics and the necessity of encouragement. She undoubtedly faced huge obstacles throughout her career. But she had been blessed with people, 8family, friends and colleagues who gave her support. She was generous in this regard to others. Especially those, I believe, who were the outsiders. Women and men who had fought their way up. That is how she was with me. She was frequently present at meetings to encourage and support candidates. I treasure two letters from her in particular. One was written when I had first run and failed to get in: ‘You must keep going, we need you to get in. Work hard and it will come good.’ Then I received one again congratulating me when I won my seat in 2010. She noticed and took care of the small details.

         The image sometimes painted of her being unfeeling does not square with that. The late Sir Tim Bell, who had been her advertising man, told me she was the only one of her political generation that didn’t ‘treat him like trade’. She’d have him round for supper. She was grateful for his time and expertise. They were equals. No one else made him feel that way.

         When I first worked in Westminster, I could deal with the snobbery I encountered because of the likes of her. In more recent years, that type of leadership has had long periods of absence in the party. There’s been an over-reliance on the cool, the effortlessly superior and the overly confident. In the real world, leaders get perspiration, not condensation.

         This is not about background or the school you attended. It’s about having the imagination to see potential. Real leaders develop the aspirant. They don’t sneer at them.

         In those days, I was advised: ‘Don’t tell them which school you went to.’ But it didn’t frighten me. I was proud of where I was from. I knew that my party, its rank and file, was Maggie’s. It didn’t bother me that many of the elder statesmen spoke like Terry-Thomas and behaved like George Sanders.

         I adapted quickly. I started working with many who would eventually become colleagues. In the post-Thatcher era, there were a lot of ladder climbers. Thatcherites were in the ascendancy. They recognised, 9admired and encouraged the wealth creators – the people that made it happen.

         How is all this relevant today? Well, people talk as if this is the new age of uncertainty. But for many from my background, life was always uncertain. I found an antidote to this in the traditions of my family, community and in my time in the Royal Naval Reserve. For many, the traditions and rhythm of their communities serve as a consistent drumbeat to the fractured nature of their modern lives.

         This is a key feature in what many are experiencing now. Latterly, so much has changed so quickly for so many. This is one of the reasons why the preservation of our traditions matter. In many lives, it’s the only predictable thing that’s left.

         The Conservative Party used to understand the nature of Britain and its ancient patchwork of different customs, traditions and characters. It was tolerant of them all. The fundamental nature of Britain was cosmopolitan. Britain was America, before America. Everybody came through here – the Romans, the Danes, the Saxons, the Vikings, the French – and they were followed by different races, religions and refugees from political systems.

         But they did so over hundreds of years, like waves breaking gently on our shoreline, gradually shaping the country. What happened in the last twenty years has been more like a storm, the shock of which has created anger and resentment. As Matthew Syed has pointed out:

         
            Things began to shift during the Blair/Brown years when net migration shot up to 247,000, rising to 318,000 under Cameron. Under Johnson … the figure soared to an average of more than 850,000 in his final two years, not far off the entire number between 1066 and 1945. It remains at 431,000 today.3

         

         This does include figures for Ukrainian refugees and Hong Kong British nationals, but the point is made. The pace has been so violent as 10to discredit the very process of change itself. We now live in a present where the future is feared, partly because it feels like the politicians are either unwilling or unable to help. Of course, we can’t uninvent the internet, the jet engine or global trade because they’ve brought unsurpassed opportunities for wealth creation. The pace of change, especially, the ‘who’ and ‘how many come in’, has resulted in a perceived loss of control and a feeling of impotent vulnerability.

         Our unique ancient culture and identity is delicate and precious. We cannot allow it to be trampled by those who do not even see it, let alone respect or venerate it.

         The fight back to defend traditions is underway. In April 2025, communities across the UK were told by the Department for Culture Media and Sport that they would soon be able to nominate their favourite traditions to be included within official inventories of our living heritage. Traditions that are central to the UK’s many cultures and identities are among those expected to be put forward for a UK-wide official inventory.

         This makes perfect sense. We would not allow any of our thirty-five UNESCO World Heritage Sites to be disrespected and destroyed. So why not protect and preserve the traditions of the people? Aren’t they just as important?

         This is not escapist whimsy. These are our roots – a confirmation and a preservation of who we are. Of course, to protect traditions you need more than a list. You need local people who want to participate and bring them to life.

         As Simon Schama puts it in his series The Romantics and Us: ‘The more modern we become, the more we need anchorage in memory, dreams, in ancestry, in myth, in the whole universe of our collective imagination.’

         Schama points out that the Romantics were against the flattening of difference and wanted to provide a response to the anxieties of being modern and the rush into materialism and metropolitan uniformity.4 That’s just as true now as it was then.

         11This process was almost entirely reversed in the 1960s, when there was a desire to eradicate the past and create futurism. This was vested in the architectural style of the gigantic, the brutalist and the modern. The campus universities were the embodiment of yesterday’s ‘tomorrow’, where the past was held as almost criminal. Yesterday’s future is now long past and remains as testimony of how we almost tried to eradicate any vestige of idiosyncratic identity. The wheel turned. Walk around any big town or city and you’ll see the buildings that look old, worn and out of place. They’re the concrete giants of the 1960s.

         A sense of place and history is embedded in our identity. It’s in our accents, for instance, which change noticeably even over short distances. Manchester and Liverpool are thirty miles apart but have completely different accents. They define our place names, surnames and the football teams we support. If a place name ends in -caster or -chester (fort), then it’s Roman. If it’s -ton, -wick, -ley or -ham (a farmstead, village, or settlement) or -combe (a narrow valley or deep hollow), then it’s Anglo-Saxon. If it’s a -by ending (a farmstead, village or settlement), then it’s Viking. If it’s an Inver- or Aber- (mouth or estuary) or Dun- (fort), then it’s Celtic or Gaelic.

         There are fewer French place names because by the time they arrived, the naming was largely complete. They did however leave their mark on Rievaulx, a French version of Ryedale; Beaulieu, with ‘Beau’ meaning beautiful and ‘lieu’ meaning place; and Hainault, which was named after Philippa of Hainault, Queen of Edward III. There’s also Ashby-de-la-Zouch (‘de-la-Zouch’ indicates the family who owned the land), Chester-le-Street (‘Street’ refers to the major Roman road running through the area) and Newton-le-Willows (‘Newton’ means new town and ‘willows’ indicates the presence of willow trees).

         It’s in our pets, too. Terriers (from the Norman French meaning earth) were working dogs, refined from older purpose-bred dogs. Some were crossed with fighting breeds to intensify tenacity and increase courage. The Kennel Club recognises thirty-three terrier breeds. 12Popular breeds like Jack Russells, Staffies and West Highland Whites are among the types found in the UK.

         Our places have been our places for hundreds of years. There are places in Europe where this is not the case. Alsace-Lorraine is a region on the border of France and Germany where residents have changed nationality three or four times in a century without ever moving home. Such is the interchangeability of European nationalities.

         The only time anything even remotely like this happened in Britain was when some towns were moved from one country or county to another. It happened in Scotland and Northern Ireland and also in the north of England. Barnoldswick, along with several other Yorkshire villages, was transferred from the West Riding of Yorkshire to the Borough of Pendle, Lancashire, on 1 April 1974, following the Local Government Act 1972. Not only were proud Yorkshire people ceded to their arch-Lancastrian enemies, but a town with seven churches was transferred into a borough synonymous with witchcraft. Politicians being out of touch is no new thing.

         If your surname is Archer, Arrowsmith, Bowman or Fletcher (from the French word flèche, meaning arrow), then somewhere in your family’s past you will have been familiar with archery. If you are a Butcher, Baker, Cartwright, Cooper, Farmer, Painter, Tanner, Slater or Smith then you’re from another trade background.

         Our language and vocabulary represent history and the waves of migrants that broke over the British Isles. In chronological order, there was Latin, Anglo-Saxon, Norse and, more recently, French, but Latin was the accepted international language. For this reason, for every noun, there are plenty of alternatives. Royal is a French word. Regal is the Latin version. Kingly is the Anglo-Saxon. This makes the English language a living record of history and identity.

         In John McWhorter’s The Language Hoax, he puts it like this:

         
            English got hit by a firehose spray of words from yet more languages. After 13the Norse came the French. The Normans – descended from the same Vikings, as it happens – conquered England, ruled for several centuries and, before long, English had picked up 10,000 new words. Then, starting in the sixteenth century, educated Anglophones developed a sense of English as a vehicle of sophisticated writing and so it became fashionable to cherry-pick words from Latin to lend the language a more elevated tone.5

         

         These languages sometimes survive in songs and custom. Hickory, dickory, dock or hovera, dovera, dick, were eight, nine and ten in Celtic counting. In northern England, you can still occasionally hear people counting in Yan Tan Tethera.

         
            [image: ]

         

         This was a system traditionally used by shepherds for sheep counting, especially in the fells of the Lake District, and for counting stitches in knitting until the Industrial Revolution. Though most of these number systems fell out of use by the turn of the twentieth century, some are still with us. There’s an explanation here: 14
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         https://www.youtube.com/shorts/Y9I3E79RLyw

         So, who cares about these ancient stories? The pressures of an economically interconnected world might try to undermine our history, but we are not just economic units, driven by logical or mechanical reason. We are not animals to be herded from one location to another to consume (or be consumed). We have identities, attitudes and beliefs, however irrational. We have heroes who we admire or aspire to be. We hold them to be representative of our greatest values. Our places, our customs and our traditions are special to us. Success is not about having the best of everything. It’s about making the best of what we have. That’s different. It is not about us being all-conquering. It’s about us being proud of who we are and where we come from.

         Our communities are essential to our democracy. We give a mandate to those who we hope will represent our values. Most political discussion revolves around whether our representatives appear to do this. The concept of tribe is shot through politics and sometimes it suffers from the narcissism of small differences. This is at its most apparent in the extremist wings and this is why these movements are often doomed to failure. There will always be those who aspire to the ultimate purity of being utterly unelectable. Only the irrelevant can be truly pure.

         The love for our place of birth and our nation does not confine us to the parochial. It should not facilitate xenophobia. Our communities sustain us because they are unified around common laws, beliefs and behaviours. Traditions matter because they are about the preservation 15of the community. This is not just about the present or the future. Identity is always a past participle. All else is mere aspiration.

         When politicians forget our culture and traditions, they might be forgiven. By and large, the public will forgive an honest mistake. After all, what could be more representative than human fallibility? The problem, though, is worse than that. Some politicians are in danger of not having even learned the country’s values, let alone forgetting them.

         My focus has always been on responsibility. Taking it, rewarding it, inspiring it. My opponents on the extremes want to strip people of it. They’re currently doing things which are utterly irresponsible. They make unrealistic claims and put forward unsustainable plans. They’re not motivated by service or being in a position to actually deliver. They only criticise and disrupt. Harry Enfield’s sketch ‘You don’t want to do it like that’ always springs to my mind whenever they clear their throat.6 They’re the cowboy builders who shake their heads and ask who did the most recent work but are never seen again when you need a solution. Their passion is to preach rather than be pragmatic. Britain is not a place to perform some sort of unplanned experimental exercise. It has to work and it can only do so when a problem is understood and responsibility is taken. Understanding our values is the beginning of this.

         In my community, if you were out of work, you took it upon yourself to find some. If you were unwell, you’d exhaust the contents of the bathroom cabinet before troubling a doctor. My community avoided handouts and they always found time to raise money for local causes. Portsmouthians are remarkably tolerant towards others – unless you’re from Southampton.

         My community knew those who had fallen foul of the law and suffered divorce, death and misfortune. Those down on their luck. Those broken by war. They didn’t judge. 16

         MY CONCESSION SPEECH
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         https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CjwYd8E65tE

         I fought Portsmouth North seven times and lost twice. It is a truly wonderful city, but it’s always been the colour of government, which shows how representative of the wider country Portsmouth people are.

         I’m no stranger to the unexpected. Like many things in my life, the fact that I played a role in the coronation was pure accident. People are surprised when I tell them I went to a comprehensive school. I was the first in my family to go to university. I’ve held the hands of elderly patients as a hospital visitor. I’ve dined with kings and queens. I’ve met some of the richest people in the world. I’ve sat on the board of the World Bank. The great myth is that those with money or status have no problems. It’s not true. They have different problems.

         In my final year as an MP, I found myself alongside hundreds of dignitaries in the coronation procession for King Charles III. If ever there was a danger of it all going to my head, I was brought back down to Earth when several members of the public pointed out that my demi-couture atelier embroidered gown was reminiscent of a budget Greek airline, an episode of Star Trek and/or something worn by Xena, Warrior Princess. It’s exactly the sort of thing Portsmouth folk would say. Respectability and ridicule are neighbours in Britain.

         There was nothing about the coronation that was ill thought out or irrelevant. Some looked on the ancient spectacle and questioned its relevance. Good. That’s what we’re trained to do. I’m a member of the British Astronomical Society. We question what we do not understand. All of our science and technology springs from this instinct. Logic has 17its limits. Plato believed the first sign of wisdom is wonder, a sense of curiosity that leads to the pursuit of knowledge. Like Portsmouth, Athens is a port city too.

         Most, though, did not think about the coronation too deeply. Many were just proud because it reflected their values. We all bore witness to a service of duty and love. It was an antidote to a cynical world. It was a celebration of who we are and what unites us. Those who protect us. Those who serve us. Those that carried the regalia were connected to defence, justice, faith and representation.

         The congregation was a testament to all the values our nation embodies: its charities, its creativity, its communities, its industry, those who step up and take responsibility. Britain’s connectedness and esteem were evident. Crowned heads and world leaders were relegated to mere faces in the crowd. The past was present but so were the possibilities – the Commonwealth’s newly joined members, Gabon, Togo, Rwanda and Mozambique, with no connection to the British Empire, had come for the future not the past.

         I was privileged to be at the event in Westminster Abbey, but if I hadn’t been there, I would’ve been at one of the hundreds of street parties. I have loved talking to people about what they were doing on that day. Some brought a family together. Others convened a whole street or entire village. On that day, all of us were playing our part, doing our bit.

         The coronation itself featured lots of traditions that enshrine the legend of monarchy, but these should not obscure its real meaning. To serve as a monarch is a serious and onerous undertaking. It carries great responsibility. There is no role in the world like it. You have responsibility but strangely little direct authority. You don’t get to choose what you do or when you do it. You spend the majority of your life preparing for it. Whether you like it or not, your children repeat the cycle. It requires great patience and sensitivity to do it well. It requires a great deal of courage, too. It is the ultimate test of character. History 18tells us that not everyone is suited to it. To be King is to be constrained by history and expectation, the ultimate incarnation of service and sacrifice.

         The role of those in leadership is representation, even for the unelected. Too few give thought to what this means. Any position of prominence is a platform upon which hopes and fears are projected. At times of crisis or tragedy, it reflects the way the majority feel. It shows how we handle sadness or loss – with bravery, dignity and determination. We all feel fear. Each of us deals with events in different ways. This is the stuff of which our personal and public history is made.

         Just as his late mother did before him, the King has navigated events. At times of worry, through the backdrop of war and the legacy of the pandemic, his careful consideration has been evident. It has been in the care he and Queen Camilla have taken to thank and acknowledge people and to bring people together for the benefit of all. There is no greater example of this than his determination, following his cancer diagnosis, to quietly carry on.

         It is an approach our parents and grandparents would recognise. That’s why the monarchy remains enduringly popular. It’s a point of continuity. It represents something beyond the day to day, that celebrates the everyday. It is above politics. It represents something that binds us all together – hope. Our monarchy is both a family and an enterprise. It is the mirror for a thousand points of light in this country. It is founded on love, propelled by hope and it remains a source of strength for us all.

         
            At the heart of our traditions are our values and representation. When values are forgotten or not respected, trouble is the result. There are many lessons to be learned from the coronation. Of course, any coronation is an event that marks a significant change as one monarch 19hands over to another, but this period was more turbulent than most. In the next chapter, we ask what caused it to be so and what effect did it have on Britain?20
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            Chapter Two

            CHANGE AND DECAY

         

         
            This chapter chronicles the rapid pace of change in the twenty-first century. Why did it change so fast and in what areas? It records the shock of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the banking crisis, Brexit, Covid, the loss of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II and the cumulative effect of change on the British people. How did it leave the country feeling?

         

         
            I belong to generation of men, most of whom aren’t here anymore. And we all did the same thing for the same reason no matter what we thought about politics. Now that’s all over and done with and we’re carrying on, the best we can, just as though nothing had happened. But as a matter of fact, several things happened and one of ’em was, this country suddenly got tired. She’s tired now. But the old lady’s got stamina, make no mistake about that and it’s up to us ordinary people to keep things steady. And that’s your job and just you remember it.

            Frank Gibbons in Noël Coward’s This Happy Breed

         

         The first twenty-five years of this century brought profound change to the UK. Of course, there has been change before, but nothing quite like this. Everything accelerated – technology, culture, politics, society, globalisation and commercialisation.

         22Migration, for instance, became one of the largest political issues in the country. The populations of major cities like London changed dramatically. In 2023, 67 per cent of births in London were to parents of whom one or both were born outside the UK. This is the highest-ever percentage of births to non-UK-born parents in England and Wales.1

         And then, out of the blue, came Covid, and the change went into overdrive. Families were separated, travel was restricted and stay-at-home policies were put in place. It was the largest curtailing of civil liberties since the Second World War. We’re still dealing with the legacies of this period.

         It’s important that we understand the hallmarks of our time – unpredictability and fear. People can cope with change, but they ask questions about why we always seem to be so unprepared for events and so inconsiderate towards those most affected.

         The twenty-first century had, in fact, started with people worrying about new technology. The so-called ‘millennium bug’ was based on what might happen when computer clocks ticked past 1999. There was speculation about aircraft crashing and nuclear power stations malfunctioning. In the end, it was actually old technology that turned out to be the real worry.

         On 11 September 2001, nineteen terrorists smuggled box cutters aboard passenger aircraft and hijacked them. They didn’t exploit new technology or new opportunities; they just looked at the world that existed and thought about it in a new and horrifying way. No one had thought this a risk because no one had thought hijackers would want to sacrifice themselves, despite numerous incidences of suicide bombings. On a clear and crisp autumn day, they flew the aircraft into the two tallest buildings in New York City. Then, 24-hour rolling news, an innovation of the First Gulf War, carried it all live.

         The military interventions that followed became known as the war on terror, the Second Gulf War and a subsequent campaign in Afghanistan. The loss of life among British service personnel in this theatre became 23second only to Northern Ireland in our post-war history. These lives were given to make the West safer and for a while, they did – only to be undermined by the reversal of US policy in the region, accompanied by a chaotic withdrawal. The lasting legacy of the campaign was that a generation of Afghans experienced freedom and education for the first time.

         The stock markets, already then experiencing a massive collapse from what was known as the dot-com crash, plummeted further. Governments responded and spent heavily to prop up their economies. Money flooded in and stock markets were brought back to life by ever-more exotic financial instruments. Some of these bundled up debt and processed it through ratings agencies for credibility.

         These packages of mortgages, or collateralised debt obligations (CDOs) as they were known, sold well because in theory, they were underwritten by a tangible property asset. Some enterprising analysts looked into this and found that they were worthless because many loans had already foreclosed. There was so much cheap money in circulation that the mortgages had been given to people who simply couldn’t afford them. The mortgage companies had also taken out insurance contracts to cover any loss, so these companies were in difficulty, too. It was like dominoes.

         The problem was that many of the world’s banks had already bought these complicated packages of debt and insurance in vast quantities as a way of spreading their risk. It did exactly the opposite. It deepened and concentrated it and triggered the largest financial crisis ever. The global banking system came close to complete failure in September 2008, when the US investment bank Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy, triggering widespread panic in financial markets worldwide and marking the peak of the crisis. Another massive government bailout was required.

         Her late Majesty Queen Elizabeth II was touring the City of London and asked the question: ‘Why did nobody notice it?’ A group of eminent economists later wrote to her in a letter apologising for failing to 24predict the financial crisis. It was paraphrased by papers at the time as: ‘Sorry Ma’am – we just didn’t see it coming.’2

         She was asking an important question – why, with all the wealth, all the data, all the experience and all the money, did they end up not foreseeing their own demise? The answer was shockingly simple – they just lacked the imagination to see it.

         There’s a consistent theme here – a willingness to believe that the most confident is also the most competent. It’s rarely the case. It’s one of the greatest arguments for diverse leadership teams. Someone who has all the answers hasn’t asked all the questions. They will worry about a wider range of problems. You need two-ulcer leaders in two-ulcer jobs.

         Apart from undermining confidence in leaders, the banking crisis ushered in a prolonged period of low economic growth and hardship. This, again, required massive public sector support, which saw incomes stagnate as national treasuries had to be rebuilt. During this time, immigration, which had been rising, became a torrent. In Europe, the recent accession of countries to the EU had brought a new wave of cheaper labour. The Polish plumber had arrived in Britain.

         Polish migration has been one of the largest movements in Britain’s post-war migration history. Since Poland joined the European Union in 2004 and Polish people had a legal right to come and live and work in the UK, over 800,000 Poles made the move. Annual net migration to the UK in 2010 was 252,000 – the highest calendar year figure on record at that point. It was to grow massively. According to recent data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS), the year ending June 2023 was the year with the highest net migration in Britain, with a record high of 906,000 people migrating to the UK.

         Since 2000, there have been 11.4 million immigrants to the UK, with just under 7 million leaving. The total immigration-related population growth since 2000 is approximately 7 million when including the children of migrants – the largest influx Britain has ever seen. India, 25Poland, Pakistan, Romania and Ireland were the most common countries of birth among UK migrants in 2021/22.

         This wasn’t just about cheap labour. For many farms and agricultural communities, it was about getting any labour at all. What would have been perfectly acceptable work for a previous generation had become unacceptable just one generation later. Over this time, the productivity of farms went up dramatically, while the workforce diminished in size.3

         This influx of foreign labour flowed into a feeling shared by many that their governments were not sufficiently prioritising their own electorates or that their labour rates were being undercut deliberately. Polish labour was cheaper, often more reliable and contributed fresh family life to rural communities.4

         When labour rates are being depressed as the cost of living rises, those at the bottom get squeezed disproportionately. On top of this, the number of illegal immigrants, or asylum seekers, began to rise, first with people stowing away on lorries going through Channel ports, then coming across the Channel in dinghies. I had worked for the Freight Transport Association and seen the plight of lorry drivers having to deal with stowaways in their vehicles, soiling their produce and in some cases threatening their lives.

         Not being able to stop this also increased the terrorist threat. I had spent a lot of time in the Mediterranean, the Aegean, northern Libya, Iraq and other places, mapping migrant routes being used by terrorist organisations. The EU did a terrible job at protecting its borders. Biometric scanners that British taxpayers had paid for were left covered up and unused in the camps on Europe’s southern borders. The worst failing was when the money given to Italy was used to pay people smugglers to take back people they had just ferried across the Mediterranean from northern Libya. Gangs made money by trafficking people to what they hoped would be a better life. Then they made money 26again from the Italian government taking them back again. And then got a third payoff by selling the same people into the slave trade.

         In October 2024, a UK Parliament debate estimated that there were up to 745,000 illegal immigrants in the UK. This estimate includes foreign nationals who have overstayed their visas, failed asylum seekers who have disappeared and some immigrants who have crossed the Channel in small boats.5

         Although a minority of the total, many communities saw undocumented migrants given free accommodation and prioritised for healthcare while local people were still waiting. They also saw billions spent on weapons and overseas aid to help other countries while oversubscribed infrastructure crumbled around them. They felt abandoned and they wanted someone to fight for them. They felt unheard.

         This created the widespread perception that the problem was the open borders of Europe, which led to the 2016 United Kingdom European Union membership referendum. Of course, there were many issues raised by the referendum, but immigration was, and continues to be, a concern for so many. British people have a keen sense of fairness and they hated what they saw happening.

         Many polls were certain about the result of the referendum. One of the problems was that by that last month of the campaign, a lot of people who couldn’t digest the possibility of a Leave victory had a narrative that explained it all away with ‘rogue’ results. The problem was not that the evidence was absent but that it was being read with bias. The establishment got it wrong – a pattern we saw repeated many times subsequently. Remain voters were more comfortable expressing their views, partly because the government supported their position and it was also popular with younger and more voluble people. But younger voters are unreliable. The older Leave voters turned out en masse and the government lost the vote.

         The murder of my friend Jo Cox happened during this campaign. She had been the first MP to be killed since Ian Gow was murdered by 27the IRA in 1990. It was a shockingly tragic event that haunts every MP to this day. She was not the last.

         The ridicule that was heaped on Brexiteers by the media and government just stiffened their resolve. When the British are told what to do, insulted and patronised from home and abroad, it makes them all the more determined. We just don’t like bullies. The government campaign in favour of Remain showed yet again that it didn’t understand the British character.

         The tone-deaf quality of the campaign was memorable. For instance, it helped Brexiteers enormously when the government lectured the country about the potential to lose its supply of fresh salad.

         They even co-opted an American President to tell us that we’d be sent to the back of the queue for a trade deal, as if, somehow, the prospect of being at the back of a queue would be unfamiliar or scary to someone British. I remember walking past the queue for the local chippy one Friday just after these warnings were issued. The panic was palpable. They were almost out of battered sausage.

         Later in 2016, there was another shock that defied the pollsters. In the American presidential elections in November, Donald Trump defeated former Secretary of State and former First Lady Hillary Clinton in much the same way as he would go on to dispatch Kamala Harris eight years later. It was considered one of the biggest-ever political upsets in American history. It was a complete shock because celebrities and politicians had been lining up to explain why it was impossible.
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         https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G87UXIH8Lzo

         28As happened with the Brexit referendum, the experts were unwilling to look and listen honestly without preconceptions. They were so sure of their expertise that they only looked for signs that told them they were right.

         Three years into the new presidency, there were reports coming from around the world of a new highly infectious strain of the coronavirus called Covid-19 (named for the year it first appeared). It was so virulent that there was no vaccine for it and all travel had therefore to be stopped. The result devastated family and community life. All of our traditions were either stopped or radically modified and supply chains were disrupted, as were working practices. Government spending plans around the world were suddenly upended again. It triggered the largest-ever transfer of wealth from public to private hands in human history as governments sought to subsidise industries and jobs. Central banks cut interest rates in response and again flooded their economies with cheap money to keep them buoyant.

         At the same time, after a long struggle, Britain finally left the European Union on 31 January 2020, two months before Britain was plunged into a Covid lockdown.

         The US alone dedicated 26 per cent of GDP to soften the effects of the pandemic in 2021. This translates into stimulus packages worth $5.54 trillion.6 In the UK, there was the Covid furlough scheme, ‘Eat Out to Help Out’ and many other programmes that paid companies to keep employees on their payroll or stimulate spending. This was estimated by the UK Parliament as costing £372 billion.7 The UK government’s entire budget for the year was around £1,200 billion, so the stimulus was 30 per cent of the annual budget – by way of comparison, the UK’s annual defence budget is around £54 billion. The pandemic spending from government drove Pfizer’s 2022 revenue to a record $100 billion and other pharmaceutical companies had similar record gains. This alone would’ve been enough to create an inflationary boom, but there were two other major accelerants.

         29Interest rates had remained low since the 2008 financial crash, encouraging banks and other institutions to lend. The resulting inflationary wave was then hit by another event.

         In the middle of this period (possibly in exploitation of it), on 24 February 2022, Russia invaded Ukraine in a major escalation of the Russo-Ukrainian War, which had begun in 2014. Russia had previously annexed Crimea in 2014, and other parts of eastern Ukraine, with little response save condemnation and sanctions. This grew into the largest and deadliest conflict in Europe since the Second World War, causing hundreds of thousands of military casualties on both sides and tens of thousands of Ukrainian civilian ones.

         Russia may have felt the European Union and the world were distracted by Covid. In the panic, Europe had reverted to type and each state made its own policy, putting up borders against the next. The vaccine response was hence slow and badly coordinated, except in Britain, which was first to produce a vaccine and rolled it out quickly and efficiently. It was one of the first benefits of being outside the European regulatory system.

         The war’s effect on an already disrupted global supply chain was catastrophic. Ukraine is one of the world’s largest producers of sunflower oil, wheat, corn (with more than one-third of its corn exports destined for China), barley, soya beans, rapeseed and sugar beet. Global economies boycotted Russian energy, thus injecting price inflation into global markets as supply was cut and the cost of living rose dramatically.

         In spring 2023, interest rates were raised rapidly by the Federal Reserve to counter the inflationary wave. Overwhelmed with Covid cash coming in, the banks had put so much into low-risk, low-yield treasury stock. When the interest rates were increased rapidly, many couldn’t make the margin calls. This triggered four out of five of the largest bank failures in history. It almost escaped notice, as major business stories often do, but it was another seismic event affecting banking confidence, the biggest since 2009.

         30The pandemic was a health event felt as an economic, social, cultural, political and geopolitical crisis. It changed everything. It was this generation’s Second World War, with as many far-reaching consequences. The end of Covid, according to the US Center for Disease Control, wasn’t until 11 May 2023. While the disease was under control largely thanks to vaccines, the war footing needed to catch up in non-Covid healthcare and dentistry never materialised. Politicians had already moved on.

         The last time there had been a comparable global pandemic was the Spanish flu epidemic of 1918. It was called ‘Spanish’ because it was first recorded in Spain. (It wasn’t actually that the disease started in Spain but that most European countries had strict wartime censorship in place, but Spain didn’t and so it was freely reported there.) That pandemic infected more than 500 million and killed 10 per cent of them. It killed more people globally than all the wars that went before it. In the US, 675,000 people lost their lives. Again, this was more casualties than the First World War, the Second World War, the Korean War and the Vietnam War combined. In one year, the average life expectancy in the US dropped by twelve years.

         The comparisons with the post-First World War era don’t end there. There are many similarities between the 1920s and the 2020s. Rapid technology changes, the rise of new types of media, boom and bust, political extremism, the acceleration of global capitalism, intolerance, antisemitism, business people with political views, wars on the periphery of Europe, new types of military technology, underinvestment in our defences, the questions about whether the ‘young’ share our values, turbulence in the Royal Family and the feeling of national decline. Whether we are heading towards another global confrontation remains to be seen. Even if we are, it’s unlikely to look like previous wars. Some argue that the data war is already underway and has been for some time.

         The main economic effect of Covid was to deepen and widen any 31gaps that had been there before. If there were differences between rich and poor, men and women, urban and rural, those in authority and others, knowledge and manual workers, elderly and young, healthy and infirm, by the end of Covid, they were greater. It imposed physical barriers and stopped travel and trade, forcing nations back onto their own independent resources.

         It made the rich richer.8 It boosted the share of global wealth held by the super-rich while dramatically weakening the finances of nations.9 The pandemic allowed more than 131 billionaires to double their net worth.

         According to recent reports, the cost of living in the UK has risen around 40 per cent in the last four years, with a significant portion of this increase attributed to rising food prices. This is predicted to continue increasing, albeit at a lesser rate. This surge is considered a major factor in the ongoing cost-of-living crisis in the UK. We saw inflation peak at 11.1 per cent in October 2022, marking a 41-year high. While inflation has since eased, the overall cost of living is still considerably higher compared to 2021, with a total increase of around 20.8 per cent over the past three years as of May 2024, largely due to increased fuel costs and energy insecurity.10

         If all of the above wasn’t bad enough, in the middle of it all, on 8 September 2022, we heard the saddest news of all. Aged ninety-six, Her Majesty the Queen had died at Balmoral Castle. She had become the longest-reigning monarch in British history on 9 September 2015, when she surpassed the reign of her great-great-grandmother, Queen Victoria. She was the only monarch most of the country had ever known and was an enduring and reliable source of continuity in our lives.

         This is what I said in tribute to the late Queen Elizabeth II at the time:

         
            Just three weeks since we lost Her Majesty the Queen, as we face new challenges without her, we would do well to keep her in our thoughts. History, after all, is experience.

            32She became a Queen just seven years after the bloodiest conflict humanity had ever seen. We were a nation facing debt, hardship, rationing and the daunting task of modernising in the twilight of the empire. It was said of the King’s death that Britain had lost its balance wheel, that part of a watch which moves the hands forward, which keeps the beat, which keeps things steady.

            The world witnessed a young woman, pale with grief, pledge her whole life to our nation’s service. Doubt and despair gave way to hope. Her pledge turned out to be a shining gift to the world. She saw us through change and challenge, constitutional crisis, conflict, Covid. Every time we battled, we had Her Majesty alongside us, advising us, guiding us, unifying us and reminding us of the challenges we face together in her long life, many much greater than we face now.

            Her gift was calmness, confidence and courage. She enabled us to stay the course. She gave us a common bond and a common goal between us all, between nations, beyond politics, for prosperity, for security, for unity, for a United Kingdom.

            No words of mine can do justice to the depths of her devotion to us. She sacrificed her time, her freedom, her private life. Her passing was felt deeply in every place on Earth because it reminded us of our own grief for loved ones we’d lost, because she had shared her family with us. You see, crowns are not made of precious metals and jewels alone. They are mostly made of duty and love.

            So, when she died, we carried her on a river of love from Balmoral to her final resting place at Windsor. Its tributaries weren’t just pageantry; they were personal. There were the guards of honour from tractor drivers and horse riders. There were the crayoned drawings attached to railings and carpets of flowers and an enormous amount of cling-wrapped marmalade sandwiches. And prayers and thanks from every place. And the ceremony of her church, the state and her armed forces. Vigils and silence in the fading autumn light.

            Everyone played their part; everyone worked together. That unity, 33pride and dignity are things we will remember for the rest of our lives. It made us proud of our Queen and our country.

            Her final gift to us was to show us the truth about her remarkable reign. The revelation was in her meticulously planned final appearance. You see, our late monarch did not stamp her personality on the nation. She was the one shaped by us. All of us, her people. The stoic, dignified, kind, patient, dutiful, queue-loving British people. That’s why she was the best of us.

            As we mourned, we leaned on our constitution, our traditions and our planning. We saw the pride in the people, causes and organisations she cherished and that this nation was the cradle for, many of which were represented in her funeral procession. And we saw the values that bind us because they were embodied in her.

            And we calmly got on with it, cheerfully facing change and challenge. We coped really well and an entirely new government was formed. Strike action of both the rail dispute variety and the football variety was cancelled. The supply of arms and support for Ukraine never faltered. We kept calm and we carried on, because that is what great people and great nations do. We are not measured in triumph, we are measured in challenge and in that final journey she brought us together again. She made us realise that duty and sacrifice and tolerance and above all love are everything to the British way of life.

            But above all, we were filled with good wishes for our new King. He bears the same cross that she did – the burden carried by all who wear the crown. He will be our new balance wheel, standing by our side as we face new challenges. And we will face them together.

            We should not and we will not be daunted by them. We will remember our duty. We will continue to move things forward, to keep things steady, not to miss a beat and to bring hope.

            Do not forget what she taught us. Do not forget what we must do. Do not forget who we are.

         

         It’s easy to forget that the British monarch is a truly international figure. 34As President Emmanuel Macron said: ‘To you, she was your Queen. To us, she was the Queen.’

         She was much loved, as evidenced by the number of people who turned out to pay their last respects. An estimated 250,000 people filed past her catafalque during the four days of her lying-in-state at Westminster Hall. The queue was open twenty-four hours a day and reached ten miles in length. It was orderly, cheerful and good-natured. The only time the mood changed was when someone was perceived to have jumped the queue. We British know how to queue. The spectacle was very moving to those who witnessed it.

         TRIBUTE TO THE QUEEN

         
            [image: ]

         

         https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tbXEIQkOGJg

         There was a period of grieving while plans were readied and put into place. Of course, HM the King was ready and has performed his duties admirably, even through his recent illness. In so many ways, he is ahead of his time. His embrace of organic farming, his critique of some modern architecture and his prescient concern on climate change, for instance. Around 80 per cent of people in the UK express some level of concern about this issue, with most reporting that they are at least somewhat worried about its effects.11 Other global issues such as water distribution are also likely to become greater areas of tension and conflict. We have already seen the first sparks of this in Cameroon, Yemen and Somalia.

         There is also concern about the rapid pace of technological change, particularly when it comes to uncensored social media masquerading 35as ‘free speech’ and its effect on news and the way people consume it. According to recent data from Ofcom, the under-forties consume significantly less TV news compared to older demographics and a majority of younger adults (particularly those aged 16–24) get their news primarily from online sources. They are far less likely to rely on traditional broadcast TV news sources such as the BBC, whose share of the market has been falling consistently.12 According to Ofcom, as of 2024, around 10 per cent of UK adults used TikTok as a source of news, placing it on par with The Guardian and ahead of news sources like BBC Radio 1 and Channel 5. This was a significant increase from the 1 per cent reported in 2020. A quarter of Britons get their news on X (formerly Twitter), making it one of the top social media platforms for news consumption. Younger generations are more likely to use X in this context, with the highest usage among 16–24-year-olds. While X is a significant news source, platforms like Instagram, YouTube and Facebook still have a larger reach in the UK. This highlights the power of individuals like Elon Musk and Mark Zuckerberg in controlling the news agenda.

         The fears don’t end there, though. British people are worried about the potential for artificial intelligence (AI) to render their skills obsolete. Many Britons fear their abilities could become redundant by 2030 due to the speed of innovation. They worry about the impact on their job security and future employability. They also know there are massive potential benefits from AI, reducing the cost of the state and improving delivery of public services, for instance. But they don’t hear their leaders talking about it with any sense of balance or insight – or about the pensions crisis caused by declining birth rates.

         British politics was not a source of reassurance during this period. From 2000 to 2025, the rate of churn in political leadership accelerated: eight Prime Ministers served an average of three years each. Tony Blair was the longest-serving (ten years and two months) and Liz Truss was the shortest (forty-nine days). The time that ministers spend in 36government posts has fallen significantly – on average, it is under a year, a trend seen around the world in multiple elections, fuelled by the fact that people everywhere are fed up with ‘the usual suspects’.13

         The turbulence even affected sport. In the entire first year of the Premier League in 1992/93, there was one managerial sacking. By the 2023/24 season, there were fourteen.14 15

         Nothing seems to be planned, permanent or predictable anymore. We now live in a time when we’re not even confident about the basics. In healthcare, although waiting times to see a GP are coming down, NHS waiting lists in England remain high, with many patients waiting longer than the target times. As of September 2023, 7.7 million people were waiting for hospital treatment. This includes 3.1 million patients who have been waiting over eighteen weeks and almost 235,000 who have been waiting over a year.16

         Our access to property and the feeling of security it gives has changed hugely. The average house price in the UK increased from £181,364 in January 2007 to £288,533 by July 2024.17 In 2024, the average full-time annual salary was £37,430. You don’t need to be an economist to understand what the relationship between those figures means: home ownership, for many, has become an unachievable goal.

         Turning to law and order, violent crime has increased every year in London for the last ten years.18 This is despite London having one of the highest densities of CCTV cameras in the world, with seventy-three cameras per 1,000 citizens. It is second only to the Chinese city of Taiyuan, where there are 117 cameras per 1,000. Violent crime has actually dropped dramatically except in a handful of areas (all Labour-controlled).

         Scotland’s police performance in particular has been woeful. A long evolutionary tradition of local and accountable policing stretching back to 1789 was thrown away in 2013 with the establishment of Police Scotland by an SNP government that wanted a national force it could control.

         37You could blame politics for the changes. After all, that’s what democracy is for. And that’s what Britain did. The period from 2016 to 2024 culminated in the Labour landslide on 4 July 2024. It was the Conservative Party’s worst general election performance ever. But it’s not just Conservative politicians that have lost the faith of the public.

         We discussed this in Greater: Britain After the Storm. The book explores how Britain can enhance its future by leveraging its historical strengths, cultural values and national character. It emphasised the importance of national pride, self-belief and self-awareness as essential components for achieving any goal. In Chapter Two of that book, we took a look at every set of indices on how the UK has performed against other nations across a whole range of criteria.

         In the years since 2000, the internet brought us enhanced transparency. We can now see our leaders more clearly in every walk of life. This was a passage from The Leadership Lab: Understanding leadership in the 21st century:19

         
            Since the turn of the century, we’ve learned that our leaders illegally avoided taxes,20 rigged interest rates,21 evaded taxes,22 laundered drug money,23 presided over an offshore banking system bigger than anyone thought possible,24 forced good companies into closure25 and destroyed pension funds as they themselves grew wealthier.26 They oversaw an unprecedented destruction of wealth and the collapse of the financial system.27 They watched as life savings placed into investment funds set up by leaders of previously unimpeachable integrity turned out to be Ponzi schemes.28 They sold off reserves of gold to compensate for these exercises in corporate greed, while never once convicting any banker.29 Our spiritual leaders covered up sex abuse in the Church.30 Our charity leaders sexually abused the vulnerable.31 Our child welfare leaders have permitted child abuse.32

         

         Our politicians cheated on their expenses,33 admitted sexually 38inappropriate behaviour,34 started ruinously expensive unpopular wars35 on the basis of false information36 and were taken completely by surprise by the Brexit vote37 then tried to avoid implementing it. Our education leaders presided over exam cheating38 and sexual harassment.39 Our defence industry leaders settled claims relating to the bribery of government officials.40

         This was a passage from Greater: Britain After the Storm:

         
            More CEOs are now being forced out of office for ethical lapse than for any other reason.41 Leaders of the automotive industry42 lied about emissions,43 were imprisoned, broke out of jail and remain fugitives.44 The leaders of our water utilities polluted rivers then tried to cover it up.45 Global entertainment leaders have faced multiple allegations of sexual harassment and abuse.46 Britain’s leading broadcaster falsely accused political figures of being child abusers,47 while allowing actual abusers to commit crimes on their premises.48 Meanwhile, sporting leaders have been caught cheating and doping.49 Our medical leaders have chronically mistreated patients.50 Human rights lawyers have been struck off for misconduct and dishonesty.51 In the US, many of the former President’s political advisors have been jailed52 and he has been subject to impeachment proceedings.

            From the Mossack Fonseca and Paradise Papers revelations it’s estimated53 that $8.7 trillion, or 11 per cent, of global wealth resides in tax havens.54 Large corporations are routinely shielding money which deprives world governments of approximately $170 billion per annum in tax revenue. This offshore tax operation was surprising even to people who were aware of the problem. This was thought to be a fraction of the UK economy. It turned out to be a multiple of it.

         

         Much of what was revealed may have been going on before. Technology change was behind much of it. Communication enabled much of what happened because it enabled it to be visible for the first time. It 39became harder to hide secrets. Change had been piling up faster than the ability to assimilate it and the strains were already visible even before Covid.

         These events sound almost unimaginable. If there were divisions before Covid, the pandemic deepened and widened them. It divided healthy and infirm, young and old, black and white, rich and poor, urban and rural, left and right, male and female. It was no surprise that politics should also become more polarised. There are too many who feel unheard and unseen by successive administrations.

         Every one of these events changed the way we see the world. It also changed the balance of the workforce. Covid, in particular, accelerated the exodus of older generations and the induction of a younger cohort, Generation Z, born between 1997 and 2012.

         Does it feel safe to bring children into our current world? Gen Z doesn’t think so. They worry about bringing children into an uncertain and increasingly dystopian world. To this must be added the fact that couples are delaying having children until they have a foothold on the property ladder. The birth rates reflect this trend. Many Western populations are in decline and this gap is being taken up by immigration.55 56

         Could you argue that the past twenty-five years have seen just the normal amount of change? In previous years, there were wars in the Middle East. There were global financial crises such as the stagflation of the 1970s and ’80s. There were global environmental scares – for instance, the hole in the ozone layer. There were global health scares like HIV/Aids, which prompted government intervention. There had been scares with SARS, bird flu and the Ebola virus. The difference in the last twenty-five years is that everything is more connected and interdependent and information is much more freely available and often of questionable integrity. Abundance devalues any commodity. Quantity is no substitute for quality.

         These threads are being explored by what Anne Applebaum calls ‘Autocracy Inc.’, a group of authoritarian and non-democratic nations 40against whom we compete. They seek to gain advantage and to undermine our way of life, confidence and trust in one another.

         Not everything was bad. Some good things have happened. School standards have improved. Sadly, the reforms that delivered this are being unpicked despite being established on a cross-party consensus. As a result of Brexit, we have been able to sign new free trade agreements, and Britain acceded to the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). This agreement, along with other trade and economic deals such as those signed with US states, are hugely positive for increasing UK market share but also for the creation of some thousands of high-wage jobs. And there is so much more we can still do.

         The belief and confidence that leadership and its institutions once enjoyed is ebbing away, to be replaced by a corrosive cynicism. We have become much more atomised, isolated and polarised. The question is, what do we do now? The answer is that we need to come together again, something which is within our grasp, but first we need to recognise the barriers to doing this.

         
            The last twenty-five years have seen an extraordinary level of unsettling change. So many unpredictable events have changed how we feel. As we go from one shock to another, we’re now facing profound changes to the world order from new political movements, which will bring more unexpected changes. The mood in the country is as important as the facts. This is what we look at next.
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