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            A MIDWESTERN EDUCATION

         

         I grew up in a small, one-horse town everyone makes fun of, described by comedian Steve Martin as ‘the armpit of America’. In the United States, Muncie, Indiana, attracts almost as many jokes as Peoria, Illinois, or Hicksville, USA. The state is as flat as a pancake. The cornfields around us were straight out of the crop-duster scene in the movie North by Northwest. The Indians had long since been exterminated – apart from one or two propping up the local bars. 2

         Though in my teenage years I started to dream of broader horizons, I always go back to visit where I came from. My friends elsewhere in America and Europe seem a bit shocked at hearing that I come from one of the ‘fly-over’ states in Middle America, which they tend to regard as primitive and beyond the pale. They do represent an entirely different, older and sometimes saner country – for New York and Los Angeles, despite the fascination they exert elsewhere, could hardly be less representative of the US as a whole. The states and people in the heartland are more attached to traditional values, less ‘progressive’, more conservative, patriotic, reverential about the military and down to earth. Dinner in Indiana is at 6 p.m., sometimes 5.30. Transgender issues are not high on the agenda. We are a corn state with lots of cattle. We are really good at what we do, which is agriculture, causing the European Union and other jurisdictions to erect all sorts of barriers to keep our produce out. We can supply enough to help overcome famines by sending our crops anywhere we have the chance to.

         A high proportion of the population end up 3weighing around 300 pounds. But those who do visit will tell you about their hospitality, their willingness to help neighbours and their unfeigned friendliness. No one is looking for a job on Wall Street to practise shorting or invest in CDOs squared (whatever they are) in an effort to bring down the world financial system. Wall Street and Washington are not trusted by them. They prefer small government to big and are quite pleased when elections result in deadlock in DC, on the grounds that it may then do less harm. There is a tendency to believe in the Almighty and lower taxes. On an aircraft recently, I took my seat next to a typically enormous denizen, wearing a T-shirt that, on the front, said: ‘In God we trust’. On the back it said: ‘Everyone else gets searched’.

         My family more or less owned the town, or at any rate the major glassmaking factory there, and they founded the university and the hospital. Ahead of David Letterman, the university’s most illustrious alumnus is the Garfield creator, Jim Davis. Davis had such a profound influence on me that we now own a cat that looks and behaves exactly like 4Garfield, though without the charm. He even tries to steal the dog’s food and water. The dog is a beautiful, gentle but unfortunately brainless blonde who fails to defend herself against these ruthless attacks.

         To get back to my origins, my parents naturally decided that only my brother needed to go to a worthwhile school and prestigious university, whereas I had the benefit of a public school education which has led people to make fun (rightly so) of my spelling ever since. Public school in the US means exactly what it says, unlike in Britain, where it means the opposite.

         My grandparents lived in a huge mansion, built with the profits from the tens of millions of fruit jars they sold in the Second World War. My grandmother threw parties for the surrounding citizenry, which my grandfather did not enjoy. He was known to hide behind the curtains in the living room during receiving lines with only his shoes sticking out, pretending not to be there.

         The other patriarch in the family was my great-uncle, Ed Ball, who served with distinction with General Mark Clark in North Africa and Italy 5in the Second World War and remained a close buddy of his after the war. He and a friend took their wives out for a boat ride and, unfortunately, blew them both up. Both men survived, but their wives, tragically, did not.

         Though my grandmother claimed that her ancestors arrived in the US on the Mayflower, the family names are nowhere to be found on the passenger list. More credibly, however, the Balls can lay claim to a famous ancestor: Captain Alexander Ball of the Royal Navy. When blockading the French Mediterranean coast with Nelson in 1798, they were caught up in a violent storm that disabled Nelson’s flagship, HMS Vanguard. To rescue Nelson and his ship, Captain Ball threw them a line. As they were driven ever closer to the French coast, Nelson ordered his lieutenant to save his own ship by cutting it, but Ball refused to do so, earning, as they then struggled clear, Nelson’s fervent gratitude. But for Captain Ball, Nelson might never have been at the Battle of Trafalgar.

         When I was still very young, my family moved to Washington, as my father became an aide to Wally 6Hickel, the Governor of Alaska. Hickel had been appointed by the new President, Richard Nixon, to be Secretary for the Interior, including oversight of the national parks and environmental affairs. (The Environmental Protection Agency, believe it or not, was set up by Richard Nixon.) But Wally Hickel, who was much smarter than the rest of the administration, famously opined that the best thing to do in Vietnam was to declare victory and leave. This was not appreciated by the President, causing Hickel to make an early return to Alaska, where in due course he resumed serving happily as governor for many years.

         Our neighbours in our cul-de-sac in Washington were a well-known family with presidential ambitions, and two of them actually did become Presidents. George H. W. Bush, President No. 41, used to try to embarrass me ever afterwards by telling the surrounding guests at receptions, ‘I have seen this young lady with no clothes on.’ Which indeed was true as, aged six, I cut my ankle in the bathtub and ran next door to appeal to him for help. This super-kindly man wrapped me in a 7blanket, rushed me to the hospital and stayed with me there until I could be released. He also was responsible for my early tennis training, letting me hit a ball on a string in his backyard. Not only that, it was Congressman Bush who taught me to throw an American football in a spiral, enabling me later to see off all rivals to become the quarterback for my Kappa Kappa Gamma sorority at the University of Michigan. I was less enthusiastic at this stage about President No. 43, as one night someone drove erratically down our cul-de-sac, squashing flat my poodle, Lollypop. An extensive cover-up followed with no admission of guilt and, in any case, we have got on very well since.

         Back in Muncie, my father was a lawyer, but he was proud of having trained in his youth as a wrangler (cowboy). My farm girl credentials were enhanced by being instructed by him to ‘take off like a runaway calf’ so that he could practise lassoing me. Aged thirteen, I entered my orange hair phase and was determined career-wise to become a Disco Queen, for which I had, and still have, excellent qualifications. I dragged my very unfortunate, 8strait-laced WASP father to numerous performances of The Doobie Brothers, Fleetwood Mac, Billy Joel and The Police at which, despite some coughing, he failed to notice the surrounding haze of marijuana. I fell totally in love with The Police in general and with Gordon Sumner (alias Sting) in particular and have been trying to make contact with him ever since.

         The orange hair phase led to numerous car accidents and various scrapes with the law, resulting in my father sending me to paramilitary training with Outward Bound. This was nearly the death of me, as I found myself spelunking deep underground in some dark and dodgy caves from which, one year later, a couple of other victims failed to return.

         From this character-building exercise I returned with only a mild concussion, the result of a boulder falling on my head. I also got thrown overboard on a river rafting trip and stranded for a night on a mountain. Told to go out and hunt my own food for a couple of days, I experienced the most effective diet of my career.

         Since even my parents recognised that I had 9barely survived, next year I was despatched to teach at a tennis camp for spotty young kids, some older than me, where I was able to perfect my lethal backhand at their expense. Since at this point I was pretty hefty despite the Outward Bound regime, I had a Serena Williams-like effect on the opposition, ending up at one point as No. 3 in my age group in the Midwest. The competition was unfair, as the other two girls were even heftier than me.

         In Muncie, in this period, on Saturday nights the local youth and I would gather to engage in our favourite pastime, which was cow tipping. This entails sneaking up on an unsuspecting cow sleeping upright in some farmer’s field and tipping it over, a feat requiring considerable guile and skill.

         These days I live in London, but some Brits can be a bit snooty and constipated. When I mention my prowess in this sport to them, they pretend to be horrified. The head of the Ministry of Agriculture turned ashen, clearly fearful that I might seek to popularise it in the Home Counties. All of which ignores the fact that the cows otherwise lead boring 10lives with no element of fantasy or surprise. They roll over and struggle back to their feet, none the worse for the experience and considerably smarter than they were before.

         For their holidays my family collectively decided to colonise the area between Lake Michigan and the much smaller and more user-friendly Lake Leelanau, which they did so effectively it is now known as Indiana Woods. I spent many happy and educational hours waitressing in the local Michigan hostelries with names like Woody’s and the Happy Hour. At Woody’s, I remain quite famous for having carried a huge tray with a dozen long-neck beers and glasses over to a festive table, before depositing them in the laps of the customers. I mixed up orders on a regular basis, which added spice to people’s evenings out, as they never knew what was coming next. The remuneration was disappointing, leading me to conclude that I had better find some other sources of income. (Recently, my other half has offered to pay me handsomely for washing his Aston Martin DB4, provided I dress up like Liv Tyler in One Night at McCool’s, an offer I am still considering.) 11

         A visit to my very expensive dentist in London’s Cavendish Square to get my tusks burnished a frightening shade of white takes me back to the days when my dental treatment was by a Second World War veteran in Indiana, who would lean over me searching for cavities with a cigarette clenched firmly between his teeth. I didn’t mind the occasional flakes of ash falling down my throat as he was extremely liberal with his use of laughing gas, which, to my dismay, appears to be illegal in the United Kingdom. Despite my entreaties, my very pukka London dentist keeps refusing to supply me with any.

         While my brother headed from his swanky private school to Stanford, I graduated early from my high school in Muncie to study at the University of Michigan, home of the legendary Wolverines, America’s most successful college football team. A 100,000-person stadium is required to cope with the attendance at home games. Former players include President Gerald Ford. Still chunky at the time, I persuaded the much sought-after quarterback to accompany me to a party, only for him to 12spend his time fraternising with slimmer female students (which proved a worthwhile lesson for me to learn).

         Family holidays in this period were challenging, as my father did represent a bygone age. To be avoided was walking down a hotel corridor with him as, invariably, he would find somebody who had left a room service tray outside their room, trip over it, go sprawling and require resuscitation (which I have been struggling how to spell). The same applied to sailing, for this was liable to require, as it did in St Lucia, emergency rescue efforts to stop us crashing into the Pitons. And boating near our house in Michigan on Lake Leelanau. Not content with one ancient and beautiful Chris-Craft, the Rosemary, with which he kept making huge bow waves through the docking channel, causing other boatmen to panic, he acquired an even older version, which he hunted down in Arizona. The money spent restoring it was astronomical but in vain, as every single outing ended with it sinking slowly and elegantly beneath the waves.

         My father was the sort of person who, standing 13upright, would go down with his ship, but the lake was too crowded to allow this to happen and he was rescued repeatedly by interfering well-wishers. On the occasion when the rudder fell off after an unwise attempt at water-skiing, I plus my three-year-old child jumped off and swam across the lake. As soon as we had come to shore, an expectant crowd gathered, ready to dry us off and give us cups of hot chocolate.

         Nevertheless, I loved my father, even though my patience was sorely tried by his technique as a tennis partner. He would crouch below the net, even though he was 6ft 4 inches tall, before jumping into the air like a jack rabbit and yelling ‘Darn it!’ (no blaspheming) as he missed the ball every single time, my mother rolling her eyes to the sky.

         Three weeks’ cycling across the misty forelands of Ireland was another character-building experience, with my father wearing a red bandana and refusing to shave. I preferred cycling past the châteaux of the Loire, especially Chenonceau, presented by the King of France to his girlfriend, a role model of mine, Diane de Poitiers. For Diane was as sporty as 14she was beautiful, famous for bathing nude in the lake, even in winter. Unfortunately, when the King died his widow, Catherine de Medici, confiscated the chateau for herself.

         Although worth a good deal of money thanks to his ancestors, most of which he donated to nature conservancy, my father never was presented with a restaurant bill without failing to express shock, horror, outrage and disappointment at the amount. When I go out these days with my appointed escort, he is not allowed to protest in any way when given the bill, however astronomical it may be, as it often is in St Tropez or Cap Ferrat. I keep pointing out that I am a relatively cheap date, as I don’t do lunch and a few years ago I gave up champagne in favour of Diet Coke.

         
            • • •

         

         In my senior year, I seized the chance to spend part of it with some of my classmates in an exchange programme in Greece. I climbed around the Acropolis, where construction began 2,000 years 15before the US even started to exist, enjoyed the now defunct village atmosphere of the Plaka and, of course, explored the islands. I developed an abiding enthusiasm for the Greek gods who, with their foibles and their rivalries, are so human. But our visits to the islands entailed being escorted by hordes of local youths making strange clucking noises. We had to lock ourselves in the bathrooms on every ferry. On the journey to Crete we were saved only by the intervention of the crew. We had to come back by air! A sortie to Cairo was beset by the same problems, only worse.

         My first real job after graduating was with an aerospace company in Boulder, Colorado. In the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, Boulder had become a Mecca for those addicted to ultra-healthy living and extreme sports. I soon discovered that the city was inhabited by two types of men: professional or pseudo-professional athletes and engineers. I enjoyed my job in the public relations department, but my social life was somewhat lacking, as their and my idea of a date at the time was a ten-mile run, followed by splitting a bran muffin. 16

         Due to some unwise self-advertisement, I was invited to join the ski racing team, who needed a woman to qualify for the slalom championship. My colleagues hurtled down the mountain, wiggling their butts as they weaved between the slalom gates. Then it came to my turn. I set off with equal confidence but, unfortunately, did not make the first gate or any other after that, leaving a row of flattened flags in my wake. I arrived to find the team disqualified, with my colleagues holding their heads in their hands. It took me a while to live this down.

         Meanwhile, for part of my time in Boulder, I was seconded as a loan executive to the United Way, which at the time was the largest and bestfunded charitable organisation in America. It was dedicated to building bridges across the different communities in the US and to helping those in most need. My job was mainly fundraising from corporate America, but I was enthusiastic about what we were trying to achieve.

         To get back to my Midwestern roots, I hightailed 17it back to Michigan to participate in what is claimed to have been the 100th extended family reunion, though my home state isn’t really much older than that. Attended by a couple of hundred close relatives, this began ambitiously with an evening beach party, but had to be relocated to the Leland Country Club because of pouring rain. This was an utter disaster as the club turned out to be dry, causing a headlong rush of SUVs and pick-up trucks to the nearest bottle store.

         Next day, there was some unseemly jostling to get into the front row of the family photo. This time at least, the event was not dry, but it proved impossible to get close to the buffet or barman because of several 300-pound relatives barring the way. This was followed by a barn dance at which pseudo rap songs and Indian pow-wows were performed indifferently by the paler members of the family, which seemed a pity because there definitely was the odd mixture of Native American and Afro-American ancestry in the good old days. To complete the festivities, my Grosse Pointe bankers then arrived to 18tell me that Detroit had gone bust and my worldfamous financial institution was under criminal investigation.

         Taking this in my stride, I challenged them to a winner-takes-all tennis match against my offspring and me on the following day, resulting in an epic struggle. A consultation with my partner was required to impress on him the consequences of losing. This led to a renewal of interest on his part and the narrowest possible victory in the tiebreak, following which we won the family championship without breaking sweat.

         Throughout the family reunion my sister made me really mad by goading me about her numerous encounters with Sting backstage at Red Rocks in Boulder! Even though I crossed the Atlantic especially to meet him, I still haven’t done so yet. After each one of these meetings she taunts me further by texting me photos of Sting with his arm around her or toasting her with a glass of red wine, causing further grief and pain. Under interrogation, it turns out that she is a friend of Sting’s astrologer, on whom he is said to rely completely. She is refusing 19flatly to introduce me to the astrologer, let alone to Sting, all because I used to boss her around and make her and my other sister dress up as Sting for Halloween.

         While in Boulder I decided that I must make a further effort to broaden my horizons. So, I enrolled to study for a degree in international relations at the London School of Economics. The teaching was excellent and I enjoyed the classwork. My life was complicated by the lodgings the college found for me with an impoverished single-parent family in Finsbury Park. My bed was in a closet and bathing was severely discouraged. My feeble protests were brushed aside on the grounds that nothing else was available. This did have the effect of making me explore London by walking everywhere, rather than return to my dire digs. And the LSE eventually obtained a secondment for me as assistant to the representative for Leicester in the European Parliament.

         We set off regularly to the meetings in Brussels and Strasbourg. My impressions of the institution itself were not entirely favourable, I’m afraid. It was 20quite hard to figure out what it was there for, except to provide food and lodging for the hungry and thirsty delegates. The food and drink were excellent, which is more than could be said for the debates. The members seemed often to be disappointed politicians, the more ambitious ones having decided to stand for their national Parliaments. Nor was it clear who was listening to what was said there, especially of course in Britain, the Brits being particularly allergic to it. What got the members most excited were the plans for huge expenditure on vast new buildings, which in due course were built to house it.
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