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        “I’m deeply proud to be British, not least because of the extraordinarily brave, funny, brilliant, kind and talented people who call these small islands home. In particular, I’m proud of Britain’s history of engaging in the challenges people face, not just at home but around the world. It has inspired and supported the work of my AIDS Foundation, which aims to help end this devastating pandemic around the world. A book examining what it means to be British and Britain’s potential to be a force for good in the world is timely. Penny and Chris should be congratulated on seizing the opportunity to look forward in this interesting and enjoyable book.”
      

            Sir Elton John

            
        “In her maiden speech to Parliament, my sister Jo Cox MP said, ‘We are far more united and have more in common than that which divides us.’ Sadly, it hasn’t always felt like it in recent years. At her murder trial, the judge said that Jo was ‘a true patriot’ and that when she was killed ‘the tributes to her from across the political spectrum were spontaneous, sincere and fulsome’. Indeed, our family saw, and felt, the best of humanity and the best of British at that unbelievable time. Britain is great, but we know to our cost that it can also be greater, and the themes explored in this excellent book give us all an opportunity to reflect on what we can do to play our part in the journey to make it so. I hope we do. Well done, Penny and Chris.”
      

            Kim Leadbeater MBE, Ambassador for The Jo Cox Foundation

            
        “This is a really important book. Because whatever disagreements there are about the recent political past, there is no doubt at all that the spirit Britain needs for its future is one that is optimistic, outward-looking, innovative and inclusive. And that is the spirit of the book Penny and Chris have written, which makes it both uplifting and highly readable.”
      

            Rt Hon. Tony Blair, former Prime Minister of the UK

            
        “This really readable and funny book reminds me of so many of the things I love about the UK and gives me high hopes for the future.”
      

            Richard Curtis, screenwriter, producer and directorii

            
        “I really enjoyed reading this. Smart, thoughtful, passionate and funny, it injects a welcome dose of optimism into the debate about Britain’s future. Probably nobody will agree with every word, but that’s one of the book’s great virtues: it makes you think. Anybody interested in our political and economic future, our global cultural impact or simply the lasting significance of Norman Wisdom will find it an enormously provocative and engaging read. And above all, it’s great fun, which is the most important thing of all.”
      

            Dominic Sandbrook, historian, columnist and author of The Great British Dream Factory: The Strange History of Our National Imagination

            
        “How can Britain be better? Penny and Chris make a thoughtful, passionate, affectionate and surprisingly funny attempt to answer this central question. How do we heal divisions, forge a common future, create a modern national narrative and remind ourselves that we have more in common than that which divides us? A necessary book, lightly written. Bravo.”
      

            Rt Hon. Ruth Davidson MSP

            
        “This is a delightfully crafted love letter to those queer folk we call the British. It’s eloquent, eccentric, hugely entertaining, at times impossibly argumentative and, above all, bloody good fun.”
      

            Lord (Michael) Dobbs of Wylye, author of House of Cards

            
        “Self-belief and self-awareness are needed to achieve any goal. This book provides a plan and, perhaps more importantly, restores pride in our country and each other. When we are united and focused, there is nothing we cannot do.”
      

            Sir Ben Ainslie CBE, gold medal-winner at four successive Olympic Games and winner of the America’s Cup

            
        “The book is a breath of fresh air which should appeal to all those aware of our past and concerned about our future. From the first sentence, the authors capture the reader’s attention, and then it is full speed through the analysis of Britain and how the British see themselves.”
      

            Sir Malcolm Rifkind KCMG QCiii

            
        “This is required reading for public office. It combines some of the best thinking from all sides, written with understanding and love for who we are and still can be.”
      

            Iain Dale, broadcaster, political commentator and author

            
        “Truly impressive – expect to see this book in any international commentator’s shelfie! As a new era of US leadership dawns, this is a timely blueprint for what global Britain should be all about. Eminently qualified to report from the frontline of politics and business, Penny Mordaunt and Chris Lewis raise the bar on Britain’s aspirations.”
      

            Rt Hon. Tobias Ellwood MP, chair of the Defence Select Committee

            
        “Britain will need a clear vision and renewed hope for the decade ahead. This book offers them – arguing it has the reasons for confidence and the resources to meet the challenges. After five years of division and turbulence, here is a path to a better future.”
      

            Sir Anthony Seldon FRSA FRHistS FKC, British educator and contemporary historian

            
        “After three decades in the European Union, for better or worse, we are out and on our own. But geography, and neighbours and common risks do not depart. We urgently need a route map for the future which will unite our fractious people. This book and its two experienced and insightful authors have given us a serious contribution to the great debate our country needs to have.”
      

            Rt Hon. Lord (George) Robertson of Port Ellen

            
        “Penny Mordaunt is one of the freest and most independent spirits in British politics. She forms a really fruitful partnership with Chris Lewis. Not even high ministerial office can sap her verve and the stimulus she can bring to the national conversation. This book brims with it.”
      

            Rt Hon. Lord (Peter) Hennessyiv

            
        “At last, a book about why we can and should be proud to be British and how we can draw on our character and values as the foundation on which to build our future. The book is timely, provocative and funny.”
      

            Sir Michael Barber, Institute for Government

            
        “Lewis and Mordaunt move effortlessly through British culture and countryside from Goodwood via the Wombles and Felicity Kendal to the intricacies of the offside rule. A tour de force.”
      

            Edmund King OBE

            
        “This is a brilliantly written book that holds our hand and guides us with humour and elegant prose through the distorting lens of nostalgia towards a more realistic, measured and confident vision of who we are now and what we are capable of achieving next.”
      

            Professor Russell Foster CBE FRS

            
        “Penny Mordaunt and Chris Lewis have written an essential book about some of the most important issues we face as a country today. It’s a hugely entertaining read that tackles some vital questions, including how we can reunite our polarised country and how our local communities can become even stronger. After a turbulent few years, this is exactly the optimistic, patriotic and ambitious book that our country needs.”
      

            David Skelton, author of Little Platoons: Renewing One Nation and Empowering England’s Forgotten Towns

            
        “At the core of most scientists is the determination to withstand the domination of authority and to verify all statements by facts and experiment. Our brilliant Oxford scientists working with our outstanding care sector have made a massive contribution to combatting Covid. As this book points out, these are some of our most treasured professions.”
      

            Professor Sir John Bell FRS HonFREng PMedSci, Regius Professor of Medicine at Oxford University
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        For our families and the people of Portsmouth
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        ‘National pride is to countries what self-respect is to individuals: a necessary condition for self-improvement.’
      

            Richard Rorty

            
        ‘We are far more united and have far more in common with each other than things that divide us.’
      

            Jo Cox MP
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        This book was written after I left my role in government as Secretary of State for Defence in July 2019 and was updated prior to publication. It is a personal view.
      

            The Rt Hon. Penny Mordaunt MP

            
        I have a different political opinion to Penny, especially on Brexit, but we both share the view that without dialogue, there can be no progress. Our future depends on it.
      

            Chris Lewis
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            FOR THOSE WITH NEITHER THE TIME NOR THE PATIENCE…

         

         This book is about how Britain can be better. It doesn’t argue for a new role on the world stage. Britain’s character is its destiny. By turns, it is industrious, cautious, creative, caring, trusted, frugal, fair, selfless and modest. Of course it has less attractive qualities; chief among them: dwelling on its less attractive qualities.

         The notion of a country – or individuals – being ‘Greater’ is found in them rising above their differences and working together. Each of us is a set of skills and experience. But we are also an attitude.

         As an ancient country, Britain’s history, culture and traditions are vivid. Trust remains ascendant in the British brand. It’s an asset, but it needs to be defended, in part because we don’t have a plan. We never did. We don’t really know what we’re good at, what we’re up against or how we can succeed. That last sentence was a test. If you bridled, good. It is precisely because the British character is so enduring that it is sceptical, even cynical, of those peddling panaceas.

         Throughout its history, Britain hasn’t always embraced the future because it values the tried and tested. This caution served xvithe country well when faced with gradual change. As the pace of change has quickened, however, this approach needs to be updated. When the majority of parliamentarians are appointed by a handful of people, when certain seats are still reserved for men only, our political structures need modernisation.

         Over decades, the apathy generated by this ossification has led to ‘us’-and-‘them’ politics. This division has been deepened by the financial crisis, Brexit and Covid.

         Dialogue is the only way to understand and deal with these divisions, but our freedom of speech is under threat. Parliament should defend the standards of public discourse. Free speech in a free press is not censored, but it is subject to the law. Free speech on social media should be no different. It should be subject to laws made by elected representatives, not heads of corporations.

         The financial crisis and other scandals damaged trust in all our institutions. Britain needs to modernise its infrastructure, education, industry and economy as well. So often, government has confused legislation with real change. It is no substitute for a clear, well-executed national mission. This should not be a top-down plan, but one that enables everyone to help. Government needs to do less, better.

         Britain is bound by bonds of mutuality, embodied in culture, commerce, welfare and education. We should use our most trusted organisations as a template for the teamwork, professionalism and innovation we need to rebuild Britain.

         The state of national finance brought about by Covid will take years to fix. If we are to meet ambitions, money has to go further and be more sustainable. That means we must do more with the third sector and civil society. We will need energy, generosity, imagination, experience and attitude from people of all backgrounds who want to get it done.
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            FOREWORD

         

         Fourteen years ago, I left my first career at Microsoft to begin a second one in philanthropy. Since then, I’ve worked with dozens of nations to fight poverty and disease, and Britain is easily one of the most effective at delivering development aid and articulating why it’s important.

         The UK is a force for good. This book tries to explain why, and what Britain must do to stay that way. The subject has never been more important.

         First and foremost, Britain is a force for good because of its strong institutions which are devoted to helping fellow nations, particularly with regard to their health. No one knows this better than Penny Mordaunt.

         Prior to this year, global health didn’t get much attention in the news. Now, I expect that we’ll (rightly) be hearing about new diseases, treatments and the health of people around the world for some time. What shouldn’t be lost in this story is the fact that even before Covid, Britain was at work building institutions to fight viruses and other diseases on a global scale – institutions that, if they did not exist today, would need to be invented.xviii

         Look at Gavi, the Vaccine Alliance, for example. Surveys show that only a small portion of the general public knows about it, yet it has transformed healthcare for more than a tenth of the global population. Twenty years ago, before Gavi was founded, the vaccine market was broken. Hundreds of thousands of children in low-income countries were dying of entirely preventable diseases. Vaccines existed to keep them from getting sick, but they weren’t being sold or distributed where the children lived. Gavi fixed that. Today, when new vaccines are introduced, kids in low-income countries get them at the same time as kids in wealthy ones. Plus, Gavi has vaccinated more than 760 million children – and saved 13 million lives.

         If you are looking for reasons to be proud of Britain, look no further than this. Over the past thirty years, the number of children to die before the age of five has gone down by over 50 per cent – even as the population of that age group has gone up by 50 per cent. That wouldn’t have happened without Britain’s generosity and expertise. The UK has been Gavi’s largest funder since its founding.

         Of course, there is more that Britain and all nations must do. As I write this, the world is racing to develop vaccines for Covid. It’s a reminder: countries need to constantly build and maintain their capacity to innovate.

         Innovation thrives in places that welcome students and scientists and that allow them to collaborate with their colleagues around the world. The UK has been exactly that kind of place, and, in fact, outside of the United States, it’s the nation where the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation invests most in research and development. If the UK wants to remain a hub for innovation, then it must continue to welcome students and scientists to its shores post-Brexit.

         This will be crucial not only to prevent future pandemics and xixhealth crises, but to solve many other global challenges. When it comes to climate change, for example, we need to drive the world’s net carbon emissions down to zero. To do that, we’ll need to invent and deploy new ways of doing things across virtually the entire physical economy – including how we generate electricity, grow food, move people and goods around the world, and make materials like cement and steel. We have some of the tools we need, but far from all of them, and countries like the UK need to help create the environment where innovators can take brilliant ideas out of the lab and into the marketplace.

         There are also innovative methods that the UK can use to help the current victims of climate change. Some 2 billion people are either smallholder farmers or part of a smallholder’s family. In most countries, being a smallholder farmer is a risky business. Most struggle to produce enough food to feed their families, and very few have the benefit of insurance or advanced crop strains that are more resistant to environmental disasters. So, when a drought or a flood hits, they’re wiped out.

         Climate change is making these droughts and floods more frequent and intense, meaning that more farmers are having their livelihoods ruined and struggling to feed their children. Malnutrition is a serious risk.

         The UK should do what it can to help these farmers adapt. That includes investing in research to develop more heat-resistant crops or in technologies that help governments better track farm productivity.

         It’s easy to watch the news and feel pessimistic. Viruses are spreading. The planet is heating up. But I remain hopeful about the world because I know that humans – and, in particular, the British – have the ability to change it.xx

         The past two decades have taught me that the world can out-innovate its greatest problems so long as there are nations that are willing to devote both their money and brainpower to the task. I am glad that people like Penny and Chris are making the case, too.

         This book shines a spotlight on why Britain is a great nation and points the way ahead for it to become greater still.

         
             

         

         
      Bill Gates
    

         
      April 2021
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            PROLOGUE

         

         It’s a sticky summer evening in London in 2019. The sort of heat where make-up slides. The sky is growing darker. Above a weary city, the rain clouds, heavy and grey, jostle to decide which will be first to inundate the sweating bustle below.

         On the terrace of the US ambassador’s residence in Regent’s Park, a group of twenty or so suited guests are making small talk while overlooking the largest private garden in London after Buckingham Palace. Some are politicians. They do small talk. They do big talk. There’s not much in between; those are the only settings. There are also journalists. They don’t converse; they probe.

         The twelve acres of gardens around Winfield House are impressive. It looks like a giant garden, but on the Fourth of July, it transforms into a venue for bands like Duran Duran to play as guests admire American cars, jukeboxes and diner food. It’s the ticket in town on the day. It highlights one of the differences between America and Britain: America has fun. Laugh-out-loud, whooping fun. The Brits only go in for that sort of thing two beers in. Most often, they just pass the time.

         Half a century before the Norman conquest, this land belonged to xxiithe Abbey of Barking. Over the years, Henry VIII hunted there and Elizabeth I used it for entertaining. In 1936, the site was bought by 24-year-old heiress to the Woolworth fortune Barbara Hutton, who commissioned the mansion. Having decided to return to America on the outbreak of the Second World War, she later donated the house to the US government as the official residence of the American Ambassador to the Court of St James’s.

         This particular evening, the host is another American from another dynasty: philanthropist, businessman and diplomat, US Ambassador Robert ‘Woody’ Johnson. He’s also owner of New York’s American football team the Jets. His family business, Johnson & Johnson, is one of the world’s largest healthcare companies.

         He moves easily and quickly among the various groups and he’s comfortable on the ball. A mic appears and suddenly he’s speaking. But what he’s about to say surprises, then angers, the group: ‘Two years ago, when my family and I arrived in Britain, we were talking about Brexit,’ he says, looking around the group, fixing them with his eyes. ‘Two years on, we’re still talking about Brexit.’ His nostrils are flaring. He sighs. ‘What sort of country is this?’

         There’s a rumble above. The clouds collide and conspire.

         It’s a bad start. There’s subcutaneous harrumphing. The assembled Brits shift their feet, sticky in the fug. Truth be known, they’re a bit prickly about the never-ending tantric politics of Brexit – and with good reason. It’s been four years since it all started, including the announcement, the debate, the vote, the aftermath, the back and forth: the general election and the subsequent deadlock. The crowd is thinking: ‘It’s OK for me to criticise my country, but I’m not sure I like an American doing it…’

         The cosmic grumble above echoes the mood and rolls across the terrace. A few are already shuffling their feet awkwardly, examining xxiiitheir shoelaces. Others find the distant trees of sudden interest. Woody is undaunted: ‘I mean, what sort of country turns its back on its closest allies?’ The mood darkens. ‘What sort of country tears up every trade agreement it’s ever made and heads off in a completely different direction?’

         Those not embarrassed already are starting to bridle. The rain is threatening, but he ploughs on: ‘You turn your back on history and set out in a completely different direction, prepared to take your fate into your own hands. Your approach divides communities.’ Closer observers can detect a smirk playing on his face. He’s enjoying this, the bloody madman. ‘What sort of country does this?’

         By this stage, something unusual is happening. The audience is starting to divide. Some are openly looking at their watches, but some are smiling. The quicker among them are already grinning widely.

         ‘What sort of country…’ he asks, pausing for effect. ‘What sort of country takes this approach? Who in their right mind would do what you are doing? What sort of country declares their independence and takes their destiny in their own hands?’

         ‘We would. We did. America did. What you’re doing is a very American thing. It’s a belief in self-determination and liberty.’

         OK, we get it now. The rain and relief are now palpable. But some of us also know that a divided Europe is not necessarily a disadvantage to America.

         He finishes with a smile on this face. His arms open. His eyes twinkling. Siegfried and Roy.1 The elephant has vanished. It’s clever stuff. Shorter than the Gettysburg Address and just as powerful. And funny, because he’s pricked British pomposity.

         The point is made. Britain and America have more in common than they do with their immediate neighbours. It is true of Britain xxivand it is true of America. The US has more in common with Britain than it has with Mexico. It’s no surprise that more than 750,000 British people feel at home there2 (almost twice the number living in Spain, the next largest expat community).3 It is logical to suggest some of our characteristics are common in spite of the ocean that divides us.

         When Brits and Americans get together, something happens. There’s the mutual admiration of an older nation for a younger one. There’s the rivalry we reserve for family members. There’s the accentuation of our differences because it’s the only way we can really deny our similarities. Woody Johnson says it is time for Britain to behave just a little more like America. It’s time to regain some self-confidence, belief and, above all, a mission in the world.

         
            
379NOTES

            1 Sadly, they themselves both disappeared in January 2021 and May 2020 from cancer and Covid respectively.

            2 http://www.bbcamerica.com/anglophenia/2013/10/10-places-brits-love-to-live-in-america

            3 https://www.businessinsider.com/british-expats-most-population-destinations-2015-9#4-spain--381025-expats-spain-is-still-high-on-the-list-where-brits-go-for-the-cheap-booze-sunny-weather-and-relatively-easy-integration-into-the-culture-14

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Three great storms engulfed Britain in the ten years between 2010 and 2020: the financial crisis, the Brexit referendum and the global pandemic. They were similar in the following respects: they were unlike anything in living memory; they derailed longer-term government plans; they required unprecedented, profound and prolonged intervention; they were all eclipsed by each other; they exposed vulnerable communities; they revealed the British character; and they happened because Britain was more connected to the world than ever before. They were completely unexpected, but they were foretold by minorities.

         The last of the events – the pandemic – was the greatest crisis the country faced since the Second World War. It changed the country in ways we’re still trying to understand.

         We now find ourselves blinking in brightly lit newness. We have a new decade, a new US president, new medicines and a new appreciation of all that we previously took for granted. We have a new debt-burdened economy. We have new ways of living and working. We have new inequalities and new threats to address. We have a 2new government, with a newly won majority and a new relationship with Europe. We have new fears and new hopes.

         There are many questions about what lies ahead, both short and long term. Will we continue to trust capitalism? Does democracy still work? What can Britain still learn from its past? What can Britain still show the world? How will we use the 2020s? Will they be a re-run of the ‘roaring’ ’20s, starting with disease and ending in depression? What will we do with our newness? Where will we go? What is our plan?

         Although this book is about Britain, it investigates the qualities that make any country great. It also proposes what is needed to make them greater. Some might say that nations such as Britain and America cannot be great because they are so divided, as if somehow division should be considered embarrassing, feeble or shameful. Certainly, there are countries where there is no dissent. But their utter consensus is no more a sign of strength than lively disagreement is a sign of our weakness. If there is diversity of thought and opinion, how could that ever make a nation weaker? Strength is vested in diversity and democracy. America chose e pluribus Unum (out of the many, one) as its motto for good reasons. It’s supposed to be diverse. It’s about recognising that diversity is a source of strength and that problems are solved best from many points of view. Diversity is not just about race or provenance. It’s about representation, character, freedom of speech, thought and action.

         In any case, it’s simply untrue that the autocracies are doing better than liberal democracies. In 1945, there were just eleven; now, there are seventy-six. They overtook autocracies at the end of the millennium and the long-term trend is clear.1

         Democracies are winning, because nations that deny free speech 3are afraid of ideas. Their peoples are infantilised and diminished by their fear of the state. All progress is based on dissent. Even uncontroversial new ideas begin life as a minority voice. Philosopher and political economist John Stuart Mill warned against the ‘tyranny of the majority’.2 This is an important concept in democracy and one that governments with big majorities should be sensitive to. As American anthropologist Margaret Mead agreed: ‘Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed citizens can change the world; indeed, it’s the only thing that ever has.’3

         Does anyone seriously think the warnings of global warming would ever have come to light from climate scientists within totalitarian regimes? Or that institutional wrongdoing would ever be exposed by state-controlled media? Yet many still point, open-mouthed, at the scale of what central planning can achieve. But what if the plan is wrong? For instance, what good is all the physical infrastructure coming out of China’s Belt and Road Initiative if political factors erode the trust required for trade? Or if the carbon output of such infrastructure renders it unusable? Or the world moves products in the form of data not physical items? How many thirty-year plans can be successful in an age of rapid, unpredictable technical and cultural change? You wouldn’t do it militarily, commercially or culturally. So, why do we think it’s a good idea politically? Plans are useless, but planning is important.

         Some say Britain is an ordinary and mediocre nation because it can’t do these big visions, but the world is moving away from just quantity as a measure. Quality matters, too. Of all the countries in the world that migrants want to move to, Britain remains in the top five.4 British democracy may have its challenges, but it remains a strong pull factor for those who were not born here. According to the World Economic Forum, 35 million people would like to move 4permanently to Britain.5 They may be escaping from conflict, famine, disaster or high unemployment. It’s not difficult to understand. Prior to the pandemic, the country had almost full employment. It’s the sixth largest economy in the world and the largest investor into America. It’s also the largest receiver of inbound investment in Europe. Globally, only Singapore is ranked higher than Britain as a country to invest in. Funding from Japan and America eclipsed EU investment several times over in 2017, despite the Brexit vote. Maybe because of the Brexit vote. Britain is the fifth biggest exporter in the world and has a stock market that’s trusted the world over.6

         Britain is wealthy, but it’s also generous. A quarter of all British people volunteer at least once a month and it is listed among the top ten most charitable nations and overseas aid donors.7,8 The country is also remarkably well educated. It has four of the top ten universities globally.9 It has the world’s oldest scientific academy, the Royal Society, with 1,600 fellows, including around eighty Nobel Laureates.10 Britain is creative. It has the first billionaire book author, J. K. Rowling, twelve of the top fifty bestselling recording artists of all time and the largest theatre-going audience in the world.11

         Britain also cares. It has a near-religious commitment to the NHS. Why? Because it’s like a wedding vow. Britain promises to care for its citizens in sickness and in health. Home is where people are willing to look after you. It’s about trust. The NHS is home. It also has to do with our sense of fairness. Illness and accidents can touch anyone, but if they do, in Britain, health and welfare safety nets ensure your life chances are improved. It’s about justice: everyone is equal in health as they are before the law. The pandemic has shown just how proud the country is of the NHS. It’s a wonderful, liberating thought to know that your nation cares about you enough 5to look after you in your time of need and it won’t cost you a thing. Although the NHS is by definition a national system, its popularity is ultimately rooted in its local communities. It’s the institution where we are born, where we go in emergencies and where many of us will die. Is it any wonder the British people identify so strongly with it? It’s an act of faith.

         The system is not just based on sentiment, either: the NHS also provides better value than almost any other service. In 2019, the US-based Commonwealth Fund, a respected global health think tank, ranked the British health system as the best of eleven other wealthy countries.12 In the past twenty years, British life expectancy has increased another three years.13 Like many other countries, the British are living longer, healthier, wealthier lives than ever before, and the Happiness Index is on the rise, too.14

         Yet there remains a widespread belief that Britain is living in the worst of times, that these storms have brought only bad things. As Steven Pinker and many others have pointed out, this is also untrue: ‘People today live far more years in the pink of health than their ancestors lived altogether, healthy and infirm years combined.’15 The problem is, the facts are no longer enough. How Britain feels is important, too.

         That’s where this book comes in. It’s here to argue that the British have much to be proud of and grateful for, but there’s much to be modernised and rethought. Perhaps the most extraordinary thing about Britain is that there’s never been a clearly identified mission to modernise. Harold Wilson hinted at the idea. Tony Blair was known as a moderniser. David Cameron became leader on a promise to modernise. Did they manage to? Did they have a mission to? Some would ask whether it really matters. I mean, who cares if Britain slips off the world stage and becomes another Rowley Birkin  6chuntering in a winged armchair of a retired nations care home?16 What difference does Britain make to the world?

         In Frank Capra’s It’s a Wonderful Life, George Bailey gets a chance to see how the world would have turned out had he never been born. Britain can also be seen in that way. If Britain had never happened, the world would be less compassionate, less wealthy, less successful, less funny, less connected, less international, less equal, less eccentric, less organised, less democratic, less consistent, less traditional, less entertaining, less inspirational and, in fairness, less pompous, less stuffy and less nostalgic.

         And yet, despite all this, there is no such country as Britain. There is the United Kingdom. There is even an island called Great Britain. But there is no such nation as Britain, Great or otherwise. There never has been. And despite being a famous nation, Britons have never been quite sure what being British means. There’s no evidence, however, that this ambiguity is a disadvantage. Indeed, it has been a powerful draw among migrants who have come to Britain for liberty, stability, opportunity, infrastructure, capital and education. It should not be forgotten that, way before America, Britain was America. People came for possibility. People came to blend in. People came to connect.

         All character is destiny, and that is where the book begins in Chapters 1 and 2. This book asks what qualities make up the British character and why does it matter? Who do the British think they are? What are they good at? And what is their actual position in the world? Is there a difference between Britain’s view of itself and that outside? The pandemic allowed us to see ourselves in action. We shopped for each other. We cheered the NHS. We did what we could. We shouted at the telly. We did what we were told. Our scientists went to work on a vaccine and found one faster than ever before.7

         Understanding the character of Britain is something leaders ignore at their peril. Everybody just seems to get the wrong idea about us. This has been going on for a while. Britain got its name from the Romans, who described the indigenous peoples of these islands as ‘pretani’, the Celtic word for the ‘painted’ or the ‘tattooed’ ones.17 Despite David Beckham’s valiant efforts, the country now ranks only eighth in the world’s most tattooed nations behind Italy, Sweden, America, Australia, Argentina, Spain and Denmark.18 But we still love our tats.

         Life in Britain is not as it appears. Take the media for instance. Despite the tabloid press, most of us don’t go around ‘guzzling’, ‘romping’, ‘snubbing’, ‘storming’, ‘slamming’, ‘ousting’, ‘axing’, ‘blasting’, ‘perving’ or ‘probing’ despite the ‘chaos’, ‘meltdown’ and ‘Hell’. We don’t burn with ‘fury’ or ‘outrage’ or ‘despair’. Nor are we like the BBC imagines us to be. We don’t suddenly change to show how in tune we are with the latest fashion. In fact, we’re a bit suspicious of people that do. Nor are we relentlessly negative. We tend to keep away from those people. Similarly, with people that see politics in everything. No, if you’re looking for the character of the British, the media isn’t really the place.

         So very often the British approach is prosaic, pragmatic and rooted in common sense, born not of preference but necessity. It is the character of going out come rain or shine. Of inconvenience. Of routine. Of the matter-of-fact. Of the stoic. Of putting up with things. Of shared burden. Of smiling through. Of drinking and laughter. Of small everyday kindnesses. Of shared anxieties. Of aches and pains. It is the stuff of the weekly budget. Of saving up. Of the Saturday and Sunday rituals. Of bearing regular burdens cheerfully. Of exasperation with those who seem divorced from these realities. Of practical, everyday, mundane clear-up-the-mess care. It’s a place where, when 8honours or medals are awarded, recipients are often dumbfounded and even embarrassed. ‘Someone had to do it’ is a frequent reply.19 Chapter 2 sense-checks these characteristics against a global panel of movers and shakers and international indices.

         Chapter 3 explains how the country came to leave the European Union. This is explored in the story of the general election of 2019 and how the British public insisted that politicians honoured the result of the European referendum. You can claim the people were misled, but to do so undermines all elections. In democracies, the will of the people is the law of the land – not the will of all of the people, mind – but a majority of the people. Now, the majority of the people may not be the majority of the media or the majority of the people you know. The majority may not be the majority of the comfortably-off or the loudest or the most aggressive. It’s the majority of ordinary people that choose to vote in a secret ballot. We don’t even insist that they all vote. We can agree it’s a terrible system, but it’s the least worst we’ve found in the long term.

         One of the best ways of seeing the British culture is to look at it through another nation’s eyes. In Chapter 4, the book looks at America and China as the two superpowers that will shape Britain’s future. It examines the relationships and history between the two.

         Chapter 5 asks why Britain has never had a plan. It explains how Britain’s mission will be formed, whether consciously or not, by what other nations are unwilling or unable to do. This is the very definition of a challenger. Trust is central to the British brand and something all nations, no matter how powerful, need. Subjugation through might is never sustainable nor efficient. Only cooperation through trust can endure.

         Chapter 6 looks in detail at the first part of the modernising mission – the modernisation of Parliament and representative 9democracy. We currently tolerate an anachronistic parliamentary system which apes a feudal aristocracy where the majority of its representatives are unelected. Appointments are not open or based on skills or knowledge. In among this antiquity, politicians are drawn from ever-narrower backgrounds. What effect does this have?

         Above all, Britain must be clear about its mission, at the local, regional and national levels. We look in detail at structures in Chapter 7 and examine how the mandate affects the management of the nation through government. It asks why government reform has failed many times over the years and why there are long-term challenges in funding. How can these bonds be strengthened? This book showcases the people and the organisations that are making a difference. How can we deliver for these people? Of course, the government has to do things, but it has to be them as well. Government has convening power. It can focus energy, but it has to recognise its limitations.

         If the country wants a modern, aspirant and representative economy, then it needs to understand that equality, aspiration and economic growth feed off each other. A positive attitude towards repeated failure is the secret to success. This is the substance of Chapter 8, which explores our enduring concept of mutuality. Britain is the nation of Wilberforce, Leonard Cheshire and the NHS. It was the cradle of the anti-slavery movement, the Paralympics and Live Aid. The sense of duty that drives us towards each other is at the heart of Britain. The concept of different people working towards a unified goal is the foundation of the United Kingdom, and we should never forget it.

         This is not just about gender, ethnicity, disability or class background. Our NHS is about equality of health. Our schools and 10universities are about equality of opportunity. Our welfare systems are designed to mitigate inequality. Equality is at the heart of mutuality. Better decisions are made when a wider variety of people are consulted and represented. It may make the process slower initially, but it’s faster in the longer run.

         The basis of Chapter 9 is an examination of capitalism, its leadership and the challenges it faces. This chapter documents how the private, public and third sectors have all struggled to cope with massive change. Since the financial crisis of 2010, leadership has been challenged across the board not just in politics but in finance, commerce, industry, utilities, entertainment, even in religion and charities. This has had a corrosive effect on public confidence, not just in national and international government but in leadership itself. School children, not politicians, have pointed the way. Leadership is in need of modernisation, and this is especially true in geopolitics, to help define and maintain the UK’s position internationally. In this chapter, the reinvention of the Western world and the creation of new alliances is discussed.

         There are many positives about capitalism and democracy. However, the constraints and pitfalls of capitalism undoubtedly affect the way democracies function. This is particularly true of stock markets and the ways in which public services are funded. We look in detail at the relationship between democracy and capital. Shrinking the state was the theme of the past forty years, but the problems caused by this require investigation. We have seen a battle fought out since the Second World War between mutuality and the markets. Each has been a 35-year tide, first flowing one way, then ebbing back again.

         We examine the most effective way to support people and communities and how growing expectations might be met from dwindling coffers.11

         Chapter 10 is entitled ‘What Is Britain?’ because the country is so much more than what it does. You can’t ‘do’ trusted; you can only be trusted. Integrity, sacrifice, honesty, modesty, loyalty, humour, compassion, generosity, love, courage and defiance are core British qualities. Britain believes in fairness. This means that as individuals or a nation state, the wealthiest should help the poorest. This is the bond of mutuality. Britain cares for its environment, whether it be the preservation of woodland or the global climate. Britain is suspicious of narrow self-interest. There are more important things than money, such as honouring those who serve communities. This is especially the case with the military, who can be called upon to defend both our markets and our mandate. They stand ready to defend us while we sleep, while we read and write books like this.

         Finally, we look at what Britain means. In a new age, post-financial crisis, post-EU, post-pandemic, there is an opportunity for modernisation and new ideas in Britain that could spread around the world. This opportunity might not recur for another generation. A world darkened by fear and autocracy needs trust and leadership. Who will defend capitalism and democracy? America is a great ally and both countries should show the courage to defend human rights, democracy and free speech. These are systems that create the necessary conditions where humanity can be fully grown.

         Britain’s democracy is beautiful and simple and complex and timeless and fragile and frustrating and confusing and paradoxical. But through every storm, for the best part of a thousand years, it has demonstrated its durability. Will we celebrate this anniversary? Of course not. It’s just not who we are.

         Notwithstanding all of Britain’s problems, in this ancient way of thinking, in this even older land, in this independent attitude, in this deep compassion, there remains something mysterious and 12precious about this place. So very much has changed, but the idea of Britain endures, waiting for each new generation to discover and reinvent it.

         
             

         

         Penny Mordaunt and Chris Lewis

         April 2021
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            1

            WHO ARE WE?

         

         The political polemicist Roger Scruton was that most typically British of things: Marmite. A philosopher and born controversialist, he loved to be hated by the left as much as he hated to be loved by the right. Whatever you thought of him, though, he really did his homework. In one of his numerous books, England: An Elegy, he depicted the UK as a lost country disappearing into a dystopian future.1

         Divisive though he was, Scruton was right, but only because the future has always been dystopian. From Fritz Lang’s Metropolis and Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein to Westworld and The Stepford Wives, the future is endlessly frightening. It holds fears for all of us. We will get old and die in that future. Who’s looking forward to that? It’s tragic, but in typically British style, it’s also comic. In David Renwick’s sitcom One Foot in the Grave, the lead character is Victor Meldrew, who has taken involuntary early retirement. The series focuses on his hapless misunderstandings and misadventures, often as he tries to deal with the new. He has found all of life’s big answers. The problem is, nobody ever asks him a question.

         Britain is suspicious about change. It likes tried and tested. It likes 16incremental. Why? Because successful change is seldom radical. It’s gradual. The British prefer a future that looks very much like the past, only a lot better.

         Roger Scruton was right about something else, too. A type of Britain is disappearing from view – but that’s only because a country is always disappearing from view. A country is its people. And those people are constantly disappearing; like Scruton, for instance. Was Scruton right; is there such a thing as the British character? And, if so, how has it changed since his time? You could compile an enormous great British Book of Myths about this, but there are universal traits exhibited by the British. Let’s look at some.

         THE BRITISH LOVE ‘OLD’

         Nostalgia is big business in the UK. Pandemic permitting, the Goodwood Revival, held in September every year, is the perfect illustration. It’s an Indian Summer event for those in their own Indian Summer. Fifty thousand nostalgics descend on the motor-racing circuit and aerodrome in Sussex for three days of in vitro retro. Everything from Aermacchi to Zagato. There are desmodromic valves and bucket shim tappets. There’s lookie-likie Birkin, Faithfull, Shrimpton and Twiggy. In the 1960s, everything shrank – the cars, the clothes, the computers, the comedians,2 the currency,3 even the Commonwealth. Monroe was out and the Mini was ‘in’ – skirt, car, calculator, van, bus, roundabout. Everything went mini-mad. The atmosphere at this annual event is part Woodstock, part car-boot sale and part The Good Old Days. Everyone dresses as their grandparents, even their grandparents’ grandparents. There is contempt for the contemporary.

         The Revival is quintessentially British. The truth is, though, it’s not real at all. It’s a memory. It’s not the real past. It’s the past confectioned, 17redacted and redux. The present is infinitely, unrecognisably, incomprehensibly better than the reality of the past. There’s no rationed, crap, greasy food. No pint of sludge, Ted. No Vesta Chow Mein. No Mateus Rosé. No Austin Princess. No penneth of chips. No early closing Wednesday. No job demarcation. No Spanish customs. No diabolical liberties. No pea-soupers. No bomb sites. No jumble sale. No rag-and-bone man. No slums. No TB. No emphysema. No ringworm. No polio. No nutty slack. No pneumoconiosis. No all-day dusk. No nit nurse. No iron lungs. No leg irons. No greyed-out national health glasses. No Spastics Society orthopaedic-girl piggy banks. No sweet cigarettes (presumably providing Type II diabetes until you’re old enough to get bronchitis from the real thing). No Green Shield Stamps. No muddy goalmouths. No Billy Bremner. No ‘Chopper’ Harris. No Tommy Smith. No ‘get a reducer in early doors’. No pissing in someone’s pocket with a rolled-up match-day programme. No Millwall Brick. No ICF. No Mick McManus. No Larry Grayson. No Arthur Askey. No Aberfan. No Torrey Canyon. No national service. No ‘’ands off cocks; on socks’. No ‘get some in’. No corporal punishment. No bogus Majors. No Merchant class (wine, bank, scrap, tailor, navy). No Borstal. No body odour. No accusations of wearing ‘poof juice’ (aftershave). No male cosmetics of any kind. No bath once a week whether you need it or not. No snotty sleeves. No skid marks. No priapic priests. No Catholic guilt. No ‘fallen’ women. No ‘Loony Bin’. No rhythm method. No Kotex Wonderform menstruation belts. No circle-stitched bras. No imminent threat of nuclear death. No Black Panther. No Moors murderers. No Yorkshire Ripper. No Ruth Ellis. No Reg Christie. No Timothy Evans. No ‘He slipped on the way to the cell, sarge’. No Kray Twins. No bent coppers. No Bakelite handles. No ‘I can’t speak now, the pips have gone’. No 405- or 625-line TVs. No ‘wait 18for it to warm up’. No ‘pink’ paraffin heaters. No two-bar electric ‘log-effect’ fires. No Baby Belling cookers. No hand-me-downs. No gabardine raincoats. No knit-one, purl-one. No ‘have fun’. No ‘join in’. No ‘Paki-bashing’. No Black and White Minstrels. No winceyette pyjamas. No ‘he knocks me about a bit when ’e’s ’ad a few, but ’e loves me really’. No hire purchase. No ‘never-never’. No streets full of dog shit. No coal in the bath. No off-licence. No St Bruno ‘ready rubbed’ that smelled like smouldering socks. No White Horse liniment oil. No BBC RP. No Muffin the Mule. No ‘wait till we’re married’. No cop a feel. No heavy petting. No Saturday Night and Sunday Morning. No ‘If you really loved me, you’d let me’. No ‘something for the weekend, sir’? No predatory history teachers on the qui vive in the changing rooms. No coat-hanger back-street abortions. No maiden aunts. No antimacassars. No Palais de Danse. No ‘she’s had it all taken away down below’ and silent pointing. No terry-towelling nappies. No farty lodger. Thank Christ it’s over. Some of us were there and remain so today. It’s not a swansong this needs, it’s a celebration.

         Of course, we still feel the legacy of the past in our dental care, drinking habits, pub opening times, football racism, casual violence, ‘We’re closed’ signs, ‘That’s not on the menu’, motorway ‘services’ and endless your-call-is-important-to-us-customer-care-Vivaldi-induced-on-hold rage. Notwithstanding Covid, life is immeasurably, inconceivably, incomparably, quantum-leap better than in the decades before it. Maybe now, we’ll appreciate it a little more.

         Why do the British indulge in nostalgia? Because the past is the place to escape to when faced with itchy uncertainty. The Goodwood Revival is thus an amalgam of old and young fogeys. Sweet bird of youth meets the Owl of Minerva. No wonder the Daily Telegraph sponsors it. For all its twitchy net curtain, tartan, tweed and 19thermoses, it’s an important political descant, socially, culturally, economically and arthritically.

         It may be the case that the younger voices dominate the obloquy, but the older ones decide the country’s future. They turn out. There are loads of them as a result of the post-war existential-survival baby boom. And they don’t like revolutions. They don’t want the future to be futuristic. They want it to be previous. They want it set in a place called St Broadband-on-Poundbury.

         The British capacity for reinventing the past is literally the stuff of legend. For instance, you would’ve thought the British had enough ancient ruins, but ‘new’ ones remain in high demand. The Abbey Gothic Garden Ruin Kit4 (yes, really) costs £2,682 and you, too, can fulfil your desire for ruins. It’s the Jacob Rees-Mogg of garden ornaments; an artifice of antiquity.5 The automotive equivalent is the black cab or the big red London bus. It looks like the past, only better and more modern.

         You can still wear a top hat in the back of an all-electric, battery-powered, zero-emissions, air-conditioned black cab, if you choose. Even London cabbies are endearingly traditional, largely unchanged from the Mk I Sid James model featured in Carry On Cabby (Slogan: It’s What’s Up Front That Counts), a parable of women making their way in the workplace in the early 1960s. The cabs in this classic film are of clearly recognisable lineage. Sid James plays Charlie Hawkins, and his boys go everywhere in their old Austin FX3s to flutes, violins, harmonicas and the odd upward glissando on the slide whistle. His overweight wife Peggy Hawkins, played by Hattie Jacques, goes everywhere accompanied by a bass tuba. Her undercover competitor ‘Glamcabs’, with the more modern Cortina Mk Is, are, of course, propelled by muted trumpets, saxophones and swing brass, thus proving that sounds can be sexist, too. Needless 20to say, the Goodwood Revival features a concours collection of Mrs Glam’s Glamcabs and they’re hugely popular.

         Our taste for historical revivalism is also upheld in British road signs and markings, for example. The trains have changed, yet the sign remains.
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         Even one of our most modern signs, the speed camera, is depicted with what appears to be a Box Brownie c.1920.
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         Like rugby, we run forward into the future, passing the ball backwards. And then there are the red telephone boxes. And red pillar 21boxes. And the Tube map. And mock Tudor buildings. And walnut dashboards, hunting pink, beer taps, horse brasses, wooden beams, recessed-button sofas, flat caps and Parker pens. Every pair of stilettos, every rustically packaged food product and absolutely every pub.

         BOOZING

         Have you ever been in a ‘new’ one? Pubs are worth a special mention, because Covid stopped the beating heart of the community. The British pub is one of the most reliable pieces of transport infrastructure in the country. In fact, the British pub is the only reliable piece of transport infrastructure in the country. Beer is a transformative, ancient trick. It confers temporary mythical power, a brief substitution of logic for haptic. And there’ll be another one along in just a moment. Is it any surprise that the British have a reputation for their love of alcohol? Everything is funnier and everyone more attractive with beer goggles on. And pubs themselves have Einsteinian qualities; they slow down time then accelerate it again – specifically time of the opening and closing varieties. Most of all, though, they return the British to themselves. No one exits a pub in the same state of mind that they entered.

         Jonathan Meades is a sort of human Geiger counter for bollocks. He has pointed out that newness is a type of heresy in the pub trade, especially for premium beers. There’s Old Peculier, Old Bircham, Old Luxters, Old Jones, Owd Rodger, Old Devil, Old Growler, Old Smokey, Old Bill, Old Speckled Hen, Old Jock, Old Bushy Tail, Old Masters, Old Maidstone, Old Lubrication, Old Tom, Owd Tom, Old Hooky, Old Strong, Old Horizontal, Olde Suffolk, Old Stock, Old Brown Dog (really), Old Navigation, Old Curmudgeon, Old Thumper, even the presciently named Old Fart.6

         It’s also a sign of celebrity to be known by your name in your 22local pub. In an American bar, only the drinks are the celebrities. A Cuba Libre summons the image of Al Pacino and his ‘lil friend’, for instance; in Britain, it’s a rum and coke. In America, a screwdriver is a cocktail worthy of Bogart and Bacall; in Britain, a vodka and orange. In America, it’s ‘up’, and all that suggests; in Britain, it’s ‘neat’, as in stationery organiser. In the UK, booze is nowhere near as glamorous. It’s habitual, ipso facto dipso. Anyone seeking to understand the difference between America and Britain can find it right here. In America, there are 62,000 bars7 and 384,000 churches.8 It’s a ratio of more than six to one in favour of churches. In Britain, there are 47,000 pubs9 and 16,000 churches.10 It’s a ratio of almost three to one in favour of pubs. If that’s not a source of national pride, nothing is.

         The British turn to drink more often than they do to divinity. It’s just more reliable. And they live longer than Americans as a result.11 Then again, maybe it just seems longer.

         SAYING SORRY

         The British also have an obsession with apologising. This is an endless source of amusement for Americans.12 We’re aware of it ourselves, and there’s even a UK website that tracks the number of times train companies apologise: sorryfortheinconvenience.co.uk. (Southwest Trains apologised 11,000 times in the first nine months of 2020.) Regular users of the Portsmouth-to-Waterloo ‘service’ will realise this is nowhere near enough.

         According to a 2015 poll from YouGov, the British say ‘sorry’ a lot more than Americans, but not as an apology – for situations like getting past someone in the way, correcting someone who is wrong, or sneezing in the presence of others.13

         What the Americans don’t understand is that there are literally 23dozens of meanings of the word sorry when used by the British. It can mean ‘pay attention’. It can mean ‘no’. It can mean ‘oops’. It can mean ‘excuse me’. It can mean ‘I’m interrupting you’. It can mean ‘hello’. It can mean ‘I can’t help you there, mate’. It can mean ‘I don’t agree’. It can mean ‘I didn’t mean to do that but I’d do it again’. It can mean ‘I didn’t hear you’. It can mean ‘I can’t do that’. It can mean ‘my mistake’. The social scientist Kate Fox, author of Watching the English: The Hidden Rules of English Behaviour, decided that if she really wanted to understand the English national character, she would have to do the research.14 She spent a great deal of time deliberately bumping into people at railway stations. Despite her deliberate rudeness, more often than not she was the one who received an apology. The British commuter has a season ticket to sorry.

         RECYCLING (AGAIN)

         The golden age of nostalgia and unconscious austerity was the 1960s to the 1990s. It was a sort of sticky-backed British trente glorieuses for crap. Blue Peter, the longest-running children’s TV show in the world, was famous for making stuff out of rubbish: a washing-up liquid bottle, some leftover wool, a cotton reel and toilet roll tube. With this, you could make an animal that looked nothing like your TV favourite. America had commercial merchandising to accompany children’s shows like Sesame Street; British children preferred to make their toys out of what Americans called garbage.

         In a particularly dark moment in 1965, Christopher Trace demonstrated how to make an Advent crown.15 (There was no ‘Happy Holidays’ stuff then. It was the BBC of E.) To construct this masterpiece, Trace used tinsel, two coat hangers, some bottle tops and candles. The result was lethal. If the child did not manage to self-harm, self-puncture or self-immolate, the result was a merry 24adornment in the run-up to Christmas. The idea was to light one candle a week. The concept of a risk assessment never occurred to them. The tinsel was highly flammable for one thing, and that’s before you even consider that the crown dropped hot wax onto the head of its owner, the whole rig becoming more and more lop-sided every day a new candle was lit. It was a class-action lawsuit waiting to happen.

         It culminated in 1993 with Anthea Turner making a model of Thunderbirds’ Tracy Island out of old newspapers (The Guardian, natch), some flour, a discarded box of ‘soft cheese’ (Philly with the name taped over), a crisp tube (thinly disguised Pringles) and, yes, another toilet roll tube. This was all before BBC Enterprises and its branding baksheesh.

         The golden age of papier mâché came to an end on 9 September 1995 when Sony launched PlayStation in the UK. So central, however, was the obsession with recycling to the national psyche that in 2010, Procter & Gamble brought back the original washing-up liquid bottle, after it had been retired in 2000, to celebrate the brand’s fiftieth anniversary. A spokesperson explained, ‘The bottle became an essential part of any child’s make-and-do kit. Now children who weren’t around when the bottle was on the shelves have got their own chance to get inventive.’16 A generation in America was constructing real space shuttles with NASA – another one in Britain was skip diving.

         This obsession with garbage spawned another low-budget children’s show: The Wombles. This programme concerned a gang of burrowing bear-like creatures who lived in suburban London, like real bears don’t. They spent their time obsessively picking up rubbish and making it into furniture for their underground home. Had it been real, this would actually have been a useful public service. 25The union-controlled ‘binmen’ of the time were on strike along with everyone else and the Wombles were probably the only sanitary option available. The Wombles made the big time following the popularity of the more wholesome Paddington Bear, who by then had turned into a merch superstar. The Wombles went one better, though, spawning a pop group of man-bears that featured what would later become the whizzed-up, greased-down, soft-rock, hard-man Chris Spedding, of Motorbikin’ fame, on lead guitar. His career spanned Jack Bruce, Roxy Music, Dusty Springfield, the Sex Pistols and, eventually no doubt, an answer in an Only Connect17 sequence.

         By the mid-’70s, with the three-day week, endless strikes, power cuts, the failure of British Leyland, top-rate taxes of 98 per cent and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) bailout, many Brits wanted to drop out of the ‘rat race’ completely. The result was Esmonde and Larbey’s sitcom The Good Life. It was a twee suburban insurrection of a professionally trained draughtsman and ‘his housewife’ deciding to abandon traditional life and live off the land. It became emblematic of a type of native dogma, perhaps the closest the British would ever get to revolution – a sort of BBC version of the Battleship Potemkin, without the mutiny, maggots or Mensheviks.

         The theme, though, once again, was self-sufficiency through recycling. The stars of the show represented quintessentially British characters of the time. Tom Good was by turns depressive and cheerful – what you’d get by mating Arthur Askey with Tony Hancock. His wife Barbara, played by Felicity Kendal, was at the time considered the ‘perfect’ wife: she was wellington-booted, cheerful, supportive, practical, protective and attractive.

         To add some drama to the comedy, Tom Good’s neighbour, Jerry Leadbetter, was a scheming, intelligent, corporate executive 26who had risen to senior management through cunning and self-promotion rather than talent. He was married to a socially ambitious wife, Margo, who was an obsessive suburban snob. The snob is a favourite in British comedy: this sort of priggish British character is so embedded in our national consciousness that Chaucer and Shakespeare would have recognised it.

         This nostalgic focus on a time gone by continued in the BBC’s light entertainment output, with sitcoms set in what was even then considered to be a ‘better’ past. These now ‘classic’ shows were churned out by two of the most prolific comic writers in British history, David Croft and Jimmy Perry, who created Dad’s Army, Hi-de-Hi and their embarrassing Bertha Rochester, still locked in the BBC’s secret attic, It Ain’t Half Hot, Mum. This featured a full-house bingo card of what is now known as casual racism, homophobia, white privilege, colonialism, transphobia, bullying, misogyny and sexual harassment.

         This ‘the past was so much better’ theme was also notably reflected in films, by David Lean’s Great Expectations, Lawrence of Arabia and This Happy Breed, the latter featuring Frank Gibbons’s pithy observation: ‘What works in other countries won’t work in this one. We’ve got our own way of settling things. It may be a bit slow and it may be a bit dull … but it suits us all right and always will.’18 And by Michael Anderson in The Dam Busters and Yangtse Incident (both stoic, dutiful and self-sacrificing and featuring real wartime para Richard Todd). It should be noted that Anderson’s only films about the future were dystopics like 1984, made in, err, 1956, and Logan’s Run, made in 1976. The obsession with the past continues on TV today, with Downton Abbey, The Durrells, The Last Post, Home Fires and The Crown being notable examples of rose-tinted, revisionist, retro-representation.27

         At the top of the list of TV programmes that symbolised the British phlegmatic approach was proto-consumer rights show of the early ’70s That’s Life! In many ways, it was ahead of its time. It was crowd-sourced, with vox pops and newspaper clippings sent in by the public and presented principally by a woman – unusual at the time. The show took on bureaucracy and companies for poor service and, surprise surprise, there was no shortage of stories.

         Everything was government-run back then – British Airways, British Telecom, British Steel, British Rail, British Leyland, the banks, the travel agents, all the utilities. Any organisation that was ‘British’ was state-run – then a by-word not just for poor but for aggressively stuff-you service. At the time, people waited a minimum of six months for a phone. Everyone was on strike, so customer service was on a wipe-your-nose-on-a-sleeve, take-it-or-leave-it basis. The show had a traditional British sense of humour, though. It featured elderly people whose false teeth fell out, novelty acts, eccentrics, performing animals – most memorably a dog that could say ‘sausages’. The smutty humour was there. It laughed at vegetables shaped like breasts, bottoms or penises. It was one of the most popular shows on TV. Why? Because it captured the embarrassment the British had then about complaining and turned it into humour. It was very British.

         QUEUES

         We queue up at school, in Parliament to vote, at Glastonbury (indeed, all festivals and sports events), at the pub, to get into clubs, to get the latest bargain, at the bank, at the Post Office, on parents’ evenings, in A&E, at petrol stations, at cash machines, for changing rooms, on the phone, in fast-food restaurants, in supermarkets, for public toilets, at Hamleys for the latest Christmas gift, outside the 28royal palaces, for amusement park rides, at football grounds, for the dole, for social housing, even at the crematorium. Covid introduced yet more opportunities to queue offline at ‘drive-thru’ test centres or online to get on to the Ocado website. It’s all tied up with patience, manners, decency, fair play and democracy. That’s why the country hated the stockpiling that preceded the pandemic (even as people were doing it themselves). That’s why they allow vulnerable people to go ahead of them in supermarkets. There is evidence that the British will spend almost six months of their entire lives queuing up for stuff.19 In some places, like Wimbledon or for royal weddings, it’s even seen as part of the ‘fun’ to queue outside all night in a tent.

         Just about the worst thing you can do in Britain is jump the queue. It’s like farting in a lift. Or not buying a round. Or not being friendly to the vicar’s dog when it’s dry-humping your ankle and its mouth is clamped to your shin. Or criticising the NHS. Or, even worse, Sir David Attenborough. It’s instant pariah status. The really weird thing is that 88 per cent of us have admitted to giving up in a queue and going home empty-handed.20 A quarter of Brits say they hate doing it, yet they keep coming back for more. Why? British people are often shy, well-mannered and modest. There’s a long list of things the British never discuss: constipation, sex, depression, relationships, thrush, money, toilets, feelings, seborrhoea, logorrhoea, gonorrhoea, Chris Rea, diarrhoea, duty or death. And they like personal space. During Covid, the World Health Organization only required social distancing to one metre.21 The British chose two metres. Consequently, all Covid queues were colossal – past Nando’s and several times round the car park.22

         THE DOUBLE ENTENDRE AND EUPHEMISMS

         The apologising, the embarrassment about complaining, the use of 29humour as a palliative are also present in the British approach to sex. Again, embarrassment and humour embrace. The British both recoil from and are magnetically attracted to smutty innuendo. In this, the two most unlikely bedfellows were James Bond and Benny Hill.

         In comparison with Bond, Benny Hill was a sort of living Donald McGill seaside postcard. Following a bloodline that goes all the way back to music hall comedy, Hill usually played hapless little men who were responsible for accidentally-on-purpose removing women’s clothing (it was funny then). He was also the master of visual innuendo and his sketches contained variants of the following: two bald men forming an image of cleavage, any amount of water jets coming out from groin level, a large selection of vegetable gags (again) and male sidekicks Bob Todd and Jackie Wright dressing as women. As Hill famously never said: ‘She wanted a double entendre, so I gave her one.’

         In a further example of this very British characteristic of using language to skirt around a subject, why can’t the British call their toilets toilets? This is another thing we have really struggled with over the years, especially in the suburbs. The alternatives include going to the: smallest room in the house, little boys’/little girls’ room, bog, throne, khazi, loo, lavatory, old house down the lane, ladies’ room/men’s room, restroom, ‘the facilities’ and plain old WC.

         The act of going to the toilet is similarly euphemised: we spend a penny, go for a wee/pee, take a slash, pass water, drain the spuds, water the horses, go for a waz, splash our clogs, shake hands with the unemployed, go to see a man about a dog, take a pit stop, get caught short, inspect the plumbing/porcelain, syphon the python or point Percy. The British are so embarrassed about bodily functions that only humour permits any form of reference.30

         PLUCKY BRITS

         Sometimes being British is difficult to explain. Failure is not good, but magnificent failure is brilliant. Here, plucky is the usual term applied to losers who persist in the face of overwhelming odds or multiple cock-ups. Think: the Black Knight in Monty Python’s Holy Grail. Scott of the Antarctic. George Mallory on Everest. The Charge of the Light Brigade. Dunkirk. The Somme. Gallipoli. Pretty much any battle in the First World War. Gordon of Khartoum. Isandlwana. The Titanic. Frank Spencer.23 Eddie ‘The Eagle’ Edwards, whose main achievement was to avoid being maimed.

         Edwards was a real-life Norman Wisdom. He learned to ski jump by borrowing other people’s equipment (he had to wear six pairs of socks to make his boots fit) and he was the only Brit to compete in the 1988 Winter Olympics ski jump, the first to do so for sixty years. And despite breaking the British record, he came last.

         The attention Edwards received so embarrassed the ski jumping establishment that in 1990 the entry requirements were tightened to make it impossible for anyone to follow his example. Ski jumping is serious, after all, and we can’t have anyone taking the piss. Speed skating isn’t funny either, and nor is curling, nor the luge, which basically involves hurtling down a frozen mountain toes-first on a tea tray. In 2016, Eddie the Eagle’s story was told in a feature film starring Taron Egerton. It made £35 million and cost £17 million to make, and was rated excellent by an international audience.24 In Britain, magnificent failure can be a huge success.

         The plucky Brit is also a recurring theme in both film and TV, all the way from Willie Mossop in David Lean’s Hobson’s Choice, via every Norman Wisdom film, to Henry Palfrey in School for Scoundrels and Richard Lester’s The Mouse on the Moon. Then there’s the 31BBC’s Doctor Who and Del Boy in Only Fools and Horses and Wallace of Wallace and Gromit.

         Explaining Norman Wisdom is a challenge in the third decade of the twenty-first century. His usual role was that of a well-meaning but excitable man-child to whom everything bad happened. Perhaps a comparison would help here? In America in 1966, they were making films like Riot on Sunset Strip, about how LSD led to gang rape among youths. At the same time, the British response was to administer the drug to Wisdom in The Early Bird. His milkman character Pitkin works for Grimsdale’s, a small family firm up against the might of evil empire Consolidated Dairies. It is trying to strong-arm Pitkin off his patch with its ‘new-fangled’ milk floats. Grimsdale’s cart is drawn by Nellie. Seeing an opportunity for sabotage, they lace Nellie’s Pippins with LSD. Pitkin and Mr Grimsdale eat them by mistake and the whole affair culminates in the two of them going off on one. The former is later discovered sleeping next to Nellie. This isn’t helping, is it? Well, needless to say, Consolidated Dairies – and their condescending chief executive played by Jerry Desmonde – is later destroyed by Pitkin in an act of what would today be called wilful arson. Obviously.

         British favourite comic heroes have in common that they are determined, cheerful, innocent, hopelessly ill-equipped, ingenious and thrifty. They are underdogs up against some kind of threat from authority or adversity. (And speaking of dogs, they often have a more intelligent canine sidekick, like Blue Peter’s John Noakes with Shep, Doctor Who with K9 or Wallace with Gromit.)

         Only Fools and Horses featured perhaps the most popular and durable of plucky Brits. Again, it’s difficult to explain Del Boy’s get-rich-quick schemes. They involved everything from promoting 32singers who couldn’t pronounce their ‘r’s to dealing in second-hand satellite dishes and exploding blow-up sex dolls.

         Not to be confined to Earth, plucky Brits spread into space. In The Mouse on the Moon, the Duchy of Grand Fenwick (an obviously British government headed by Margaret Rutherford – a sort of prototype Ann Widdecombe) embarks on a race to the moon. Bernard Cribbins (Vincent Mountjoy) teams up with David Kossoff playing the questionably named Professor Kokintz. With superior but old-fashioned technology, Mountjoy and Kokintz (hmm) beat the Americans and Russians to the moon, rescuing the former and bringing them back to earth safely.

         For his part, Doctor Who, a sort of DIY enthusiast from the future armed with a sonic screwdriver, was always ably assisted by yet another plucky Brit. Brigadier Lethbridge-Stewart was a moustachioed officer who commanded the British Army contingent of UNIT (United Nations Intelligence Taskforce), an international organisation that defended the earth from alien threats. When faced with alien invasion, his men could be relied upon to die valiantly while confronting the high-tech ray guns and impervious space craft with Series II Land Rovers and short Lee–Enfield rifles. However, a more typical mission was to investigate reports of a yeti in the London Underground. No, really.

         The Doctor’s other habitual nuisance was the Daleks. BBC budget restrictions mandated that his arch enemy was a sort of aggressive, home-made, speech-defective wheelie bin adorned with car-parking lights and armed with a sink plunger and an egg whisk that could render you ‘exterminated’. (Indeed, in leaked blueprints, Raymond Cusick’s design for the original Dalek25 reveals the total cost was, even then, a very reasonable £15.) The main way to avoid being omeletted by these most high-tech of villains, it seemed, was to run up some 33stairs. There are no stair lifts on Skaro. This anomaly was finally addressed in 1988 when the creatures were given the power to levitate, apparently through some form of unexplained Dalek flatulence.

         Some more plucky Brits in outer space were the BBC’s Blake’s 7. That programme fared little better on budget restrictions. Here, political dissident Roj Blake commands a group – from what appeared to be a socialist clique in north London – rebelling against the forces of the totalitarian Terran Federation, which rules the earth. Avon, the character played by Paul Darrow, delivered his lines like Richard Burton with all the happy, self-effacing, easy-going cheerfulness squeezed out. No doubt, this was done to distinguish Avon from the amiable, door-to-door cosmetic sales personnel of the time. And as for the rest of the over-permed, over-acting, bolshy crew, they spent as much time fighting themselves as they did their spectacularly touchy ship-board computer, Orac, a sort of earlier, more cynical version of Apple’s Siri. Blake’s 7 was so bad it was good. Critic Clive James described it as ‘classically awful’. In the Daily Telegraph, Tim Stanley described the show’s spaceship, the Liberator, as a cross between Star Trek’s Enterprise and the ever-popular, mallard-based khazi cleaner, Toilet Duck.26

         THE HOPE THAT SPRINGS ETERNAL

         Plucky Brits always bring the prospect of hope, and this is important in Britain. It’s ever-present in British sporting tournaments. Many of the most famous FA Cup moments, for instance, are acts of so-called Giant Killing. This can refer to any lower-league side beating a ‘better’ team. Thus a dream came true when the plucky Leicester won the Premier League in 2016. Not Liverpool. Not Manchester United. Not Arsenal. Leicester, who had come up from the Championship two years before.34

         The British belief in the underdog is what powers schemes like the National Lottery and the football pools. The idea that the lowly can win is enduring and powerful not necessarily for how often it occurs but because it happens at all. And, really, our belief in the underdog makes sense; the real miracles are part of our history. See: Agincourt, Drake and the Armada, Waterloo, the Battle of Britain and the Falklands War. Maybe you wouldn’t bet on Britain, but it came through in the end.

         THE BRITISH DO COMPLICATED

         The British love complicated rules and protocol. The terms of etiquette in Britain are difficult to explain. There is no rule book, so some of the basics are here. It is complicated:

         
	The British don’t leave a pub without buying a round.

            	The British don’t order at the bar if someone else is waiting and got there first.

            	The British always say please and thank you (often several times in one transaction).

            	If the British complain, they say sorry first.

            	The British hold up a hand if someone lets them into the traffic line. And they expect it back if they let someone else in.

            	The British pedestrian thanks drivers for stopping on a Zebra crossing, even though they have right of way.

            	The British always say sorry if they bump into someone, even if it is an inanimate object.

            	The British always say excuse me when approaching a stranger.

            	Before the pandemic, the British would shake someone’s hand for just the right amount of time and with exactly the right pressure.

            	The British always offer to pay half.35


            	The British don’t make eye contact or talk on the Tube.

            	The British always hold the door open for the person behind them.

            	The British still offer their seat to an elderly/pregnant/disabled person on the bus.

         

Anyone breaking these rules can expect to disappear into a vast, steaming fissure of social opprobrium. And if you thought all that was complicated, here is an extract from the rules of croquet:

         
            If a ball goes through a hoop in the wrong direction, it cannot run that hoop until the ball has passed fully through the hoop in the wrong direction. Alternatively, it can go around the hoop and enter it from the correct side. Once a ball has gone through the final, ‘rover’, hoop, the ball is a ‘rover’. It is usually best not to peg out immediately but to leave the ball ‘roving’ so that it can be used to assist the partner ball to finish. The game is won when both balls have pegged out. Even moderately skilful players can peg out both balls in one turn.

         

         And this is the offside rule, as explained by the Football Association:

         
            A player in an offside position at the moment the ball is played or touched by a team-mate is only penalised on becoming involved in active play by: interfering with play by playing or touching a ball passed or touched by a team-mate or interfering with an opponent by: preventing an opponent from playing or being able to play the ball by clearly obstructing the opponent’s line of vision or challenging an opponent for the ball or clearly attempting to play a ball which is close when this action impacts on an opponent or 36making an obvious action which clearly impacts on the ability of an opponent to play the ball…

            In situations where: a player moving from, or standing in, an offside position is in the way of an opponent and interferes with the movement of the opponent towards the ball this is an offside offence if it impacts on the ability of the opponent to play or challenge for the ball; if the player moves into the way of an opponent and impedes the opponent’s progress (e.g. blocks the opponent) the offence should be penalised under Law 12; a player in an offside position is moving towards the ball with the intention of playing the ball and is fouled before playing or attempting to play the ball, or challenging an opponent for the ball, the foul is penalised as it has occurred before the offside offence; an offence is committed against a player in an offside position who is already playing or attempting to play the ball, or challenging an opponent for the ball, the offside offence is penalised as it has occurred before the foul challenge.27

         

         Cricket is simple in comparison. There are only eleven ways of being out: Bowled, Caught, Stumped, Hit the ball twice, Hit wicket, Obstructing the field, Timed out, Leg before wicket (LBW), Handled the ball, Run out and Retired.

         Still, calculating the target score in a limited-overs match is a little more complicated:

         
            The Duckworth–Lewis–Stern method (DLS) is a mathematical formulation designed to calculate the target score for the team batting second in a limited-overs cricket match interrupted by weather or other circumstances. The method was devised by two English statisticians, Frank Duckworth and Tony Lewis. It was 37formerly known as the Duckworth–Lewis method. It was introduced in 1997 and adopted officially by the ICC in 1999. After the retirements of Duckworth and Lewis, Professor Steven Stern became the custodian of the method and it was renamed to its current title in November 2014. When overs are lost, setting an adjusted target for the team batting second is not as simple as reducing the run target proportionally to the loss in overs, because a team with ten wickets in hand and twenty-five overs to bat can play more aggressively than if they had ten wickets and a full fifty overs, for example, and can consequently achieve a higher run rate. The DLS method is an attempt to set a statistically fair target for the second team’s innings, which is the same difficulty as the original target. The basic principle is that each team in a limited-overs match has two resources available with which to score runs (overs to play and wickets remaining), and the target is adjusted proportionally to the change in the combination of these two resources.

         

         Much more important than cricket, Parliament itself is no less complicated in its rules and procedures. Erskine May’s treatise on the law, privileges, proceedings and usage of Parliament was first published in 1844. Now available online and in its twenty-fifth edition, it contains forty-five chapters and a hardback copy runs to over 1,000 pages. Why the extent and resulting precision? Because the British are sticklers for the rules. Without rules, there can be no fairness. Especially for people who write them.

         Some have made our complicated rules into a living. According to the TaxPayers’ Alliance, the size of Tolley’s Tax Guide, the publication explaining the tax codes, has increased greatly over the past two decades. Its corporation tax guide is now 1,897 pages long, more 38than double the length it was in 1999/2000. Its income tax guide is now 1,801 pages long, 54 per cent longer than it was in 1999/2000. And, not to be outdone, its inheritance tax guide is now 958 pages long, 63 per cent longer than it was in 2001/2002.28

         We will complicate and bureaucratise things to a point where it’s impossible for anyone to make it happen. Prohibition is too draconian, so we complicate it as a prophylactic.

         THE BRITISH HATE NEW, THEN THEY LOVE IT

         British psychology is strange sometimes. New things can be resisted, then hated and then loved. Take the London Eye, for instance. Higher than Big Ben and St Paul’s Cathedral, it was the largest Ferris wheel in the world until 2006, when a bigger one was built in China. It was opened on 31 December 1999 and was supposed to be demolished five years later. It now receives around 3.5 million visitors a year, its familiar image has become representative of Britain and it is the site of London’s annual New Year firework display.29

         When it was posited that the wheel should remain in place, not everyone supported the idea. In March 2002, in a piece entitled ‘Pull Down the London Eye’, Giles Worsley, the Daily Telegraph’s architecture critic, argued that

         
            to make the London Eye permanent would be to undermine the transience – a quality we find increasingly hard to value, at least in buildings – that made the idea so appealing in the first place. It would also devalue the planning system … the London Eye is, ultimately, a giant fairground attraction dropped into the centre of London. Like a great cuckoo in the nest, it distorts and devalues everything around it. It is inescapable in key views of 39London, especially from the Royal Parks, and above all, it reduces the Palace of Westminster, the symbol of British parliamentary democracy, to insignificance … The way the London Eye seems gently to mock the Palace of Westminster could be read as a symbol of the growing irrelevance of the Houses of Parliament…30

         

         Ultimately, though, he said, ‘If there is one thing the English hate more than a new building going up, it is the idea, once they have got used to it, that it might come down.’ Now, the Eye is London’s number-one tourist attraction. Five thousand people have even become engaged on it.

         FRUGALITY

         Perhaps the defining quality of British people is that of frugality, and this increases with distance from London. The British are used to doing more with less. Despite the fact that they’re frugal, they are also generous and cooperative in helping each other. One of the most recognisable features of post-war life in terraced houses was neighbours borrowing from each other. That still happens today, believe it or not.31

         This leads to another stand-out quality found in British people: a kind of improvised creativity made all the more inspirational by its modest provenance. The British are incredibly inventive, be that with rubbish, euphemisms, innuendo, engineering, food, transport, humour, entertainment, games or stories. The stories that sometimes do the rounds of British people inventing things in their sheds are endless.

         There’s also an instinct for fairness, backing the little guy against the system because they strive and they struggle. They display the right stuff. Ranged against superior forces, there’s also an implicit 40suggestion, they might win. Leonidas confronting the wealth and power of Persia.

         Closely related to this is the belief that might is not always right and that just because you’ve got money and resources you don’t always get the right outcome. This is at the root of pluckiness. Not every problem can be solved just by throwing money at it. There has to be a will to change.

         Powerful, wealthy forces are also inherently weakened by the fact that they have something to lose. They are more political and less unified. Thus, a small, disciplined force with self-belief can defeat superior resources, wealth and entitlement. As we’ve discussed, the lesson is important because all progress starts in a minority group.

         It’s peculiarly British given the rights of individuals that have existed since Magna Carta. After the Great Fire of London, Christopher Wren wanted to build open boulevards all pointing to St Paul’s. The land-owning rights in Magna Carta stopped this grand projet. This attitude exists today and frustrates new airports, motorways and train lines. The British hold the rights of the individual high.

         The British respect fair play. It is better to lose as an amateur and do the right thing than to win with professional or learned skills. In School for Scoundrels, for instance, Henry Palfrey is (he thinks) outmanoeuvred for his girl by cad Raymond Delauney. The latter has all the impressive moves, but Palfrey finds out that he has learned them. Once Palfrey has learned the skills, he finds they work and he has got the object of his affection where he wants her. Right at that moment, Palfrey has an epiphany and confesses. He wins the girl and the moral is that an honest man playing by the rules will always win. It is the idea of the gentleman’s superiority to the player. Or the Cavalier’s superiority over the Roundhead. It is quintessentially British and seen in every walk of life and every profession.41

         CONCLUSIONS

         It is a challenge to highlight the British character, because it’s paradoxical. It’s frugal but generous. It’s traditional yet modern. It’s serious but has a sense of humour. It values fairness but lives with inequality. It’s sober but loves a drink. It changes fast but doesn’t like revolution. The British know what works and what doesn’t, after all, and don’t go looking to change what they don’t think is broken. The British have a love of the familiar and a scepticism of the new-fangled.

         From the neo-classical to the neo-gothic, the British just don’t like anything new. They never did. They like evolution; they like nostalgic ‘old’; they like an organic, gradual movement from one era to the next. The impact? Creating architecture in Britain is like trying to harmonise a brass band with Brahms or Beethoven.

         British values are a matter of character. They can be summarised as a ‘crown’ of values.

         
            [image: ]

         

         42We like what we had before, only better than it actually was. When Nigel Farage, tweed-clad, gripping fags and beer, won some fans and influence in the early part of the 2010s, he channelled ‘bogus Major’ to an older generation. What he failed to achieve with personal appeal, nonetheless, had widespread effect. He secured a referendum. Huge efforts were made by MPs to ensure he and his networks did not run the Leave campaign. Had he done so, it would have surely lost.

         Despite our cutting-edge science and technology, culturally the British have never much cared for the future. The new Globe theatre looks exactly like the old one. The British are the world’s best cultural recyclers in fashion, architecture, music and newspaper stories.

         Britons cheer for the underdog and are on the side of the little guy against the system; they love someone who keeps trying no matter how hopeless it seems.

         Brits care about each other and do more with less. The British attitude is frugal and has been intrinsically recycling-minded for a long time with their culture and love for a time gone by. Latterly, this has been turned towards saving the planet. The British are, on the whole, tolerant and judge people by who they are (for more on this see Chapter 8).

         Perhaps most importantly, British people laugh at themselves. Being British is, above all, about having a sense of humour. Paradoxically, it’s something that’s taken very seriously indeed. It indicates judgement, timing, intelligence, confidence and shows whether the person will be relaxed, a good colleague, friend or partner. The British have had much to put up with in the past, but a sense of humour has always helped. Even if it is innuendo and toilet-based.

         
            NOTES

            1 https://www.amazon.co.uk/England-Elegy-Roger-Scruton/dp/0826480756

            2 Ronnie Corbett was 5 ft 0, Charlie Drake was 5 ft 1, Dudley Moore was 5 ft 3.

            3 Technically 1971.

            4 https://www.chapterhousedesign.co.uk/garden-folly-kits-26-c.asp

            5 Included with the kind permission of JRM himself.

            6 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=koHKquVNbnc

            7 https://www.statista.com/statistics/281713/us-bars-taverns-und-nightclubs-industry-establishments/

            8 https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2017/september/how-many-churches-in-america-us-nones-nondenominational.html

            9 https://www.statista.com/statistics/310723/total-number-of-pubs-in-the-united-kingdom/

            10 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/oct/22/churches-survive-church-of-england-religion-buildings

            11 https://www.google.com/search?client=firefox-b-d&q=average+life+expectancy+uk

            12 https://www.seattletimes.com/nation-world/british-rail-companies-have-a-message-were-sorry-very-sorry-apologies/

            13 https://yougov.co.uk/topics/lifestyle/articles-reports/2015/07/01/oh-sorry-do-british-people-apologise-too-much

            14 https://www.amazon.co.uk/Watching-English-Hidden-Rules-Behaviour/dp/0340818867

            15 https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=512389702820097

            16 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/personalfinance/7182362/Return-of-original-Fairy-Liquid-bottle-for-John-Noakes-generation.html

            17 Chaired by Victoria Coren-Mitchell, the thinking man’s fentanyl.

            18 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0037367/

            19 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/howaboutthat/5052956/Britons-spent-six-months-queuing.html

            20 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/howaboutthat/5052956/Britons-spent-six-months-queuing.html

            21 https://www.who.int/westernpacific/emergencies/Covid-19/information/physical-distancing

            22 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52874615

            23 He became big in Albania.

            24 https://www.imdb.com/title/tt1083452/

            25 http://www.aceldama.com/~tomr/media/dalek/blueprints/dal2_.gif

            26 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/tvandradio/11653529/Blakes-7-the-low-budget-late-70s-British-sci-fi-is-now-a-genuine-classic.html

            27 http://www.thefa.com/football-rules-governance/lawsandrules/laws/football-11-11/law-11---offside

            28 https://www.taxpayersalliance.com/new_research_the_length_of_tolley_s_tax_guides

            29 https://www.britannica.com/place/London-Eye

            30 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/3574331/Pull-down-the-London-Eye.html

            31 https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/wellbeing/bulletins/socialcapitalintheuk/may2017
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