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INTRODUCTION


   
   WE’D BEEN SCEPTICAL. A council-run British Citizenship Ceremony sounds like very much the worst sort of party. Would there
     even be a bar? (There wasn’t.)
   

   We watched intently. Before us, inside the curvy wood-panelled Hackney Town Hall council chamber, sat 20 British-citizens-in-waiting.
     At this moment, they were Algerian, Australian, Iraqi, Israeli, Sierra Leonian, Turkish, Latvian, Cameroonian … But within
     the hour, they would turn British and henceforward would remain British. They were going to be touched with the British vibe
     stick. (That’s a metaphor; nobody actually touches them with a stick.) We were here to witness the Spirit of Britain enter
     these expectant people. We wanted to see what it looked like. For the examination of Britishness is what we were about. In
     all its facets. This was our quest. And we were putting the hours in.
   

   The proto-Britishers had all passed the fiendish Citizenship Test and, having paid the requisite £625, had now each been issued
     a special citizenship folder with pictures on the front, representing Britain: Stonehenge; a castle; the Forth Railway Bridge
     (British!); a family jumping up and down in a field … This – this! – is Britain. An ancient land where jumping is entirely
     permissible. Welcome!
   

   An hour later, it was all over. Armed with their complimentary Hackney Council recycling mugs, with the kind and stirring
     words of Councillor Faizullah Khan reverberating in their ears, and having pledged undying allegiance to the Crown in the sight of Almighty God (as you do), and then all joining
     in a rousing rendition of ‘God Save the Queen’, these new Brits emerged into the light: presumably to get pissed, hail Nelson
     and dance around a maypole. ‘You’ve got to watch the Boche,’ one of them might say. It would seem only fitting.
   

   But Britishness is not just for people from Abroad. These days, even British people are being encouraged to be British. To
     have Britishness days. To fly flags in their gardens (British flags). To swear oaths. But what does any of it mean? In a post-Empire,
     devolved, globalised Britain, what does it mean to be British? Obviously it means something. But what does it mean? Anything?
   

   Many people are newly concerned with questions of identity. Genealogy is all the rage. The television schedules are full of
     programmes about national culture and landscape: How We Built Britain, Britain from Above, Britain’s Got Talent … With the current jiggling and jostling between England, Scotland and Wales and the potential collapse of Britain altogether,
     we realised it was vitally important – of national importance, in fact – for someone to answer the question of Britishness,
     to metaphorically explore the idea of Britain by literally exploring some key sites and events of Britishness. And deep down,
     we knew that this someone was us.
   

   So we set out, in the year of the 300th anniversary of the Union that created Britain, to clear a few matters up once and
     for all: is Britain a nation, or just a state? Was Robin Hood real? Did Churchill exist? Magna Carta, or did she go of her
     own accord?
   

   As it turns out, there are masses of things going on all over Britain that somehow shine a light on the British dilemma. British
     people are, alarmingly often, doing British things. We set ourselves the task of looking at them, starting on the first day
     of spring – with druids on Tower Hill, in London – and, following the year round, finishing exactly one year later, on the
     north Norfolk coast.
   

   So we begin at the start of British history and end at the end (well, the present – is that the end?), passing along the way,
     in roughly chronological order, Romans, pagans, Normans, Tudorbethans, industrialists, imperialists, Islamists and Sun columnists. And including five extended mini-odysseys (odysseys within odysseys) into Scotland, Wales, southern England,
     northern England and, of course, the Empire (which still exists – don’t listen to the doubters).
   

   You can read chronologically, or dip in and out like you’ve got some crazy voodoo time machine or something. Up to you.

   But, whatever you do, be warned: things are about to get very British.

  
   
SPRING
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ONE


   
   WITH FOUR
THOUSAND GODS
ON OUR SIDE

   
   BARBAROUS RITES
THE ONENESS
COMMUNAL SNACKING

       

SPRING. A TIME of new beginnings. A time that symbolises the rebirth of nature and the renewal of hope. What better time to
     begin our quest, to cultivate ourselves anew, to traverse this sceptred isle and satisfy, once and for all, the age-old question:
     what’s it all about? The weather tends to pick up around then, too, which is always a bonus if you’re going to spend a lot
     of time outdoors.
   

   
   And thus we found ourselves on Tower Hill Terrace, by the Tower of London, in the shadow of the City on a morning of bright
     sun and high, fast clouds and polite showers. It was 21 March, the spring equinox – one of the two times in the sun’s cycle
     when the day and night are equal in length. We were here to see druids, and druids like that sort of thing.
   

   
   To the south lay the river Thames, which is a sacred river (at least that is the main contention of Peter Ackroyd’s book Thames: Sacred River). Every vernal equinox, the Druid Order meets here on a stone enclosure sandwiched between the Tower ticket office and a church,
     All Hallows-by-the-Tower, to give thanks and praise to the earth, the sun, the moon; everything natural, all gushing with
     newness like a tap that flows nature. We were to begin our quest with them. For history begins – that is, proper written accounts
     – with the arrival of the Romans, who found druids here. Before the druids, the priest-caste of the Celts, there were hunter-gatherers
     walking in from Europe, traders from the Med, primitive farmers … We could have squinted at little artefacts in museums and
     burial mounds dotted across the countryside, but really: mud and bits of broken pot? Balls to it. No one really knows much
     about all that stuff anyway, and here were druids – up close and personal. Druid flesh – made flesh. Come on!
   

   
   In truth, we weren’t sure what to expect. We were hoping for some sooth. But would the druids just hand out sooth to people
     who tip up on the day, or do you have to get more involved first – you know, like with Which? or Reader’s Digest? The ancient druids may well have come to this ancient holy place to eat the flesh of a dog, or maybe toss the decapitated heads of their enemies into the river as an offering. They thought that eating the dog would enable them
     to divine secrets of the future, which may seem farfetched to modern readers. But what would the new-style druids do? We weren’t
     expecting them to eat a dog. That was probably quite unlikely. (The whole event had been advertised in Time Out, after all.) But if there is any collective memory in these isles, any ahistorical group-think, any ‘ness’, then the descendants
     of the remembrancers must surely be tuned right into it.
   

   
   Just before midday, around 30 figures in freshly ironed brilliant white smocks and headdresses emerged slowly from the church
     meeting hall on the other side of a wall. The smocks really were very white. The druids would make a very effective, if freaky, advert for washing powder. Silently they processed down the path
     to the main road, Byward Street, led by a middle-aged man in spectacles holding a huge sheathed sword. One brandished a crook,
     another a six-foot-long horn. A queen figure in a Celtic torc held aloft a basket of daffodils and white tulips. Seeds on a plate. Another horn. Banners, one showing the sun over
     a Stonehenge-style trilothon, another with scales above a pyramid. These symbols were, presumably, highly symbolic.
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   THE DRUID ORDER: VERY CLEAN DRUIDS.

   
   The entourage processed beside the grizzling midday traffic before turning through the terrace gateway – an open-top Big Bus
     Sightseeing Tour bus stopping between them and the lunchtime drinkers outside Foxtrot Oscar, the passengers gawping at the
     neo-ancients. Then, slowly, oh so slowly, really very slowly indeed, they came among us, forming a circle with a fluency that
     suggested they’d been practising.
   

   
   Poking from under their white smocks, all wore identical footwear; footwear that matched the hue of their garb and that also
     suited the druid’s active lifestyle. That is to say, they all wore white trainers. (‘White trainers,’ we both independently
     wrote in our new British Odyssey notebooks.)
   

   
   Only one of the circle dared break away from this uniform with a renegade pair of scuffed brown loafers. (‘Brown shoes,’ we
     scribbled.) Perhaps this act of rebellion indicated his difficulty with some tenet of the group’s principles; a footwear-based
     expression of essential doubt. Perhaps it was a statement warning how all religious orders – all tribes – have the potential
     to stifle individuality. Perhaps he didn’t have any white trainers.
   

   
   At noon, the man with the straight horn, taller than himself, took the centre and held his instrument up to the sky, letting
     out a tight, vulnerable parp towards each corner in turn. Then the chief druid began his eulogy to the supreme force governing
     the sun and the earth and the crops. This was clearly going to be the main event; no dog-eating would be going down today.
   

   
   We were here to begin at the beginning. British history officially starts in 55 BC. Before that, barely anything had been
     written about the inhabitants of Britain/Britannia/Albion/ whatever, but that year, Julius Caesar – keen to impress the Roman populace – decided to come, see and conquer this island off the edge of civilisation. In fact, he came and
     saw the Kent coast before leaving hurriedly when his ships were wrecked in a storm. Next year, he came again, saw again and
     got bogged down around Brentford (this would have been before the M4 came), finally leaving with some token prisoners. The
     locals were left wondering: why all the hype about Caesar?
   

   
   The land he found was populated by Celts, separate, warring tribes of farmers who liked a fight, which they often did in the
     nuddy (‘Those people want to kill us … quick, let’s take all our clothes off!’). The Druids were their practical and spiritual
     leaders, wise men and women hanging around in oak groves bedecked with mistletoe saying sooths about when to plant the crops
     and how best to appease their fantastic array of possibly up to 4,000 gods and goddesses.
   

   
   No one knows very much about them. They never wrote anything down, passing on their deep knowledge orally. From this we can
     deduce that they were always busy (which you would be with 4,000 gods to attend to). Druidism was common to the entire Celtic
     world (Gaul, Ireland, etc.), but budding druids often came here for their training. Britain, then: a true centre of excellence.
     For druids.
   

   
   Back on the terrace, as the presider started eulogising in a broad West Country accent the ‘super-essential light of light’,
     one of the circle sheepishly edged his way out and off back towards the hall where the druids had left their everyday stuff.
     Maybe he had a meeting. Or just nicked off for a jimmy. Maybe he had an unavoidable lunch appointment. He might have blown
     off the druid ceremony altogether, but clearly, as a druid, he had decided that some goddess-worship on the equinox was better
     than no goddess-worship and, dammit, he would just have to try and fit in both. His neighbours hesitantly shuffled along to
     fill the gap.
   

   
   By now, it was hard to ignore the pungent smell wafting across the terrace. Chicken. More particularly, fried chicken. Directly beneath our feet – in an infernal underground mini-mall
     called the Tower Vaults – the Tower Hill Diner was frying buy-one-get-one-free chicken (we’d been handed a flier near the
     Tube station). Caesar claimed the ancient Brits didn’t eat chickens – merely kept them as pets, along with hares and geese.
     But here today, in modern Britain, people were eating chickens. (Kept chickens as pets, ate dogs: arse about tit.)
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   FOR SOME REASON, WILLIAM STUKELEY’S WICKER MAN DRAWING HAS A REAL HEAD.

   
   Finally done with the appeasing, the druids processed back to the All Hallows vestry hall. Inside were refreshments; everyone
     seemed to have brought a contribution. The smocks came off to reveal people who could more easily pass themselves off as twenty-first-century
     Londoners. Laid out was a feast of Kettle Chips, Stollen, Brie, and (for druids less keen on wheat than perhaps their beliefs
     dictate) Sainsbury’s Free From chocolate brownies. ‘Must have a drink of cider,’ gasped a knackered druid to no one in particular
     as he headed for the drinks table.
   

   
   We chatted with Jerome Whitney, an American, and herald for the ceremony. Druidry, he said, was about ‘upholding common basic
     values, like stewardship of the land. We preach merit over inheritance, and a respect for nature.’ (That would explain all
     the seeds, we thought.)
   

   
   The old druids believed that the soul is eternal and, on death, migrates to another being. Maybe Jerome is actually an old
     druid incarnate, we wondered. Equally that pigeon might be a druid. Or us? We might be druids. Probably not, though. Just
     to be on the safe side, we decided to be very polite to our new friend.
   

   
   
     
OLD MEN


     
     The oldest complete skeleton found in Britain is called the Cheddar Man (he was found in the Cheddar Gorge, he’s not made
      of cheese – you’re thinking of the moon). He dates from around 7150 BC: about 4,500 years before the first stones at Stonehenge
      were erected (really, really, really a long time ago). Older parts of humans have been found but the Cheddar Man, who now resides in the Natural History Museum, is the oldest complete true
      Brit.
     

     
     Mr Cheddar has butchery marks on his bones, as if he’s been professionally sliced up in some way. Naturally, this being prehistory,
      this is contested: he may for example just have overenthusiastically scratched an itch. (If you’re turned off history because
      it’s a bit argumentative, don’t even go there with prehistory. The prehistory guys are animals.) Turn away if you’re of a
      nervous disposition, but basically: he was probably eaten.
     

     
     The Lindow Man, meanwhile, is the naturally preserved body of an Iron Age man discovered in a peat bog at Lindow Moss, Cheshire.
      He lives in the British Museum and looks like a deflated football. (Complete set of bones, complete set of skin: come on,
      they must have been at least tempted to put them together.) An eyeball and bits of the Lindow Man’s brain had been preserved by the bog. (They even found some
      of his bum.)
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     THE CHEDDAR MAN: A BIT BEARDY.

     
     The Lindow Man dates from sometime between 2 BC and AD 119, the time of the Celts and the druids, and the good news is that
      he wasn’t eaten.
     

     
     On the down side, he was probably a human sacrifice.

     
     Of course, all the sources saying the druids/Celts sacrificed humans are Roman, and therefore possibly fabricated, as they were unlikely to give good reviews to a population they were ruthlessly subduing. The Roman writer Tacitus wrote of
      ‘religious groves dedicated to superstition and barbarous rites’; Lucian of ‘trees … sprinkled with human blood’. But the
      archaeological evidence indicates that they did like a touch of the human sacrificing, probably usually criminals or slaves,
      possibly burnt alive in huge baskets or effigies made from wicker.
     

     
     Human butchery in these isles. It’s a shocker. That’s your roots for you, though. You watch programmes like Bruce Parry’s
      Tribe and you see a world where everyone is close to nature and to each other and no one is ever ignored for long and it all seems
      quite inspiring. Then some elder wise man figure starts beating the kiddies with sticks to ward off evil spirits or something,
      and you think: balls to that for a game of soldiers, and move to Swindon.
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     LINDOW MAN HANGS AROUND THE BOGS.

     
     We actually popped in to see the Cheddar Man one day on our way somewhere else, and guess what: he was out. That is to say,
      he wasn’t on display. Now, the books all say he’s in the Natural History Museum. He’s on the museum website. Who would feel
      the need to check? He’s the oldest complete skeleton found in Britain – of course he’s going to be on display in the country’s foremost natural history repository. And what would you do anyway: ring the
      Natural History Museum and ask: ‘Is the Cheddar Man in?’
     

     
     It’s all dinosaurs now, of course. Old Cheddar Man is upstairs in a cupboard somewhere. We’re sure he will be put out again
      one day. Well, if they haven’t chucked him in a skip or something.
     

     
   

   
   Modern neo-druidism is of course a reimagining of what went before. The revival’s chief architect was eighteenth-century vicar
     William Stukeley, an antiquarian who explored Britain’s stone circles and earthworks – initially to get more country air for
     his gout, an ailment he blamed on lavish dinners ‘where we drank nothing but French wine’. Wrongly believing that these stones
     were built by the druids, Stukeley became obsessed with druidism until he felt pretty sure he was one. So he started expounding
     druidic principles from the pulpit and calling himself Chyndonax, Druid of Mount Haemus. Since then, generations of Britons
     have believed that making stuff up about druids will bring them closer to The Source Of Everything. Maybe it does? William
     Blake was probably initiated as a druid. Winston Churchill definitely was.* Updating the ancient druidic interest in rejuvenation, it was a latter-day druid who invented Sanatogen.
   

   
   Today, around 7,000 practising druids are split between a wild profusion of sects: there’s the British Druid Order, the Nomadic
     Order of Minstrels and Druids, the Ancient Order of Druids, the Insular Order of Druids (presumably for druids who prefer
     to keep themselves to themselves), the Secular Order of Druids … raising the question: how do you split if you’re just celebrating
     seasons? You can’t fall out over entering the euro, or Iraq. Maybe one of them forgot the seeds one year and it all kicked
     off: ‘You’re always doing this. That’s it. That is it. If there’s any pestilence this year, we know who to blame.’
   

   
   We asked Jerome about the splits and the numerous druid organisations. He gnomically replied that the different groups have
     ‘different purposes’. What might this mean, we wondered. Maybe some of them do building work on the side or something? Or
     rent themselves out as security – you know, like the Hell’s Angels. ‘Your name’s not down – hail the sun!’ That kind of thing.
   

   
   We left the druids to their Bombay mix and fruit teas and wished our new friends well. It’s all a bit like a Star Trek convention with people talking Klingon to each other, but really, what’s the harm? Even if they did eat the occasional dog,
     would that really be so wrong? And maybe the druids are on to something: couldn’t we all be paying a bit more attention to
     nature? Certainly nature appears to be increasingly clamouring for our attention.
   

   
   At least the worst that could befall the neo-druids were accusations of rendering themselves daft; their fortunes had to be
     better than those of their forebears. Inevitably, as Spring follows Winter, the Romans returned – under Claudius, in AD 43
     – to finish off the conquering. During the first years of the occupation, druids were crucial in keeping alive what the Roman
     historian Tacitus called the ‘mutinous spirit of the Britons’, sheltering rebels and calling for armed insurrection from their
     base on the island of Ynys Mon, or Mona – modern-day Anglesey.
   

   
   But by AD 60 these renegades had run out of time. Gathered at the Menai Straits, 6,000 troops under Seutonius Paulinus were
     about to board their rafts to cross the treacherous waters, awash with strong tides and dotted with quicksands, when they
     looked across to the opposite shore. There before them were the Britons. According to Tacitus, a line of druids in white,
     hands aloft, was invoking the gods and ‘pouring forth horrible imprecations’. Meanwhile, the women (some in black like the
     warriors, some naked) ran around in wild disorder, shouting, waving flaming torches above their heads, ‘their whole appearance resembling the frantic rage of the Furies’. Faced with this vision,
     Tacitus reports the soldiers paralysed in ‘stupid amazement’, ‘their limbs shaking in terror’ – so dumbstruck that they momentarily
     dropped their defences and laid themselves open to counterattack. They couldn’t take the madness!
   

   
   Then they realised they could take the madness, what with being the greatest fighting force that had ever been assembled and
     got their unleashing-hell shit together. The Britons reportedly didn’t aid their own cause: with all the imprecating and wailing,
     many of the torch-wielders accidentally set themselves on fire. And that was the last thing they needed.
   

   
   When the soldiers arrived on the other bank, the druids, women and rebel warriors were massacred in a manic blood frenzy,
     many thrown alive into the burning funeral pyres. The sacred oaks were shown no mercy.
   

   
   In time, smashing up the resistance of other, less organised peoples would become a key British skill. But for now, these
     tribes were on the losing end of civilisation. History had arrived. From now on, chicken was on the menu.
   

   
   
     THE FIRST TOGA PARTY

     
     Britain’s first known chronicler was Pytheas, a Greek merchant based in Marseille, who visited the south coast and Thames
      estuary in about 322 BC. His journal About the Ocean has not survived, but he reported the south-east tribes as growing grain, noting ‘the gradual disappearance of various kinds
      of grain as one advanced towards the north’. So that’s the very first mention of Britain ever, and there’s already a north-south
      divide.
     

     
     Greek writer Strabo said the British were ‘bandy-legged’ and ‘although well supplied with milk, make no cheese’. Instead,
      the Celtic diet mainly consisted of eating meat with your hands (presumably in a pitta with a choice of ‘Garlic sauce? Chilli sauce?’), washed down with strong beer. And you thought strong beer was a new invention from the Continent.
     

     
     After his visit in 55 BC, Caesar wrote: ‘The most civilised of all these nations are they who inhabit Kent.’ (Presumably he
      left before the weekend.) The Britons’ sexual preferences also raised Caesar’s eyebrows: ‘Ten and even twelve have wives common
      to them, and particularly brothers among brothers, and parents among their children.’ (The potential for a primetime sitcom
      on these guys is immense.)
     

     
     So how were these proud weirdos subdued? After a patchy start (including much of Roman Britain being burned to the ground
      during Boudica’s revolt), Agricola hit upon a cunning plan. He decided to seduce the tribal leaders with nice togas, plus
      ‘assembly rooms, bathing establishments and smart dinner parties’. By praising those who quickly got involved with the ‘pleasures’
      of Roman life, ‘competition for public recognition took the place of compulsion … Little by little there was a slide towards
      the allurements of degeneracy.’ Tacitus concluded: ‘In their inexperience the Britons called it civilisation when it was really
      all part of their servitude.’
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     A ROMANO-BRITON AT PLAY.

     
     And so it came to pass that the Britons were suckered by The Man. The Ro-Man. ‘I really think we just need to work with these
      people,’ they said, eyeing up a nice villa in Islingtonia. ‘More olives?’
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   TWO

   
   HANKIES AT DAWN

   
   DANCING THE MORRIS
HORNED MAN-BEAST
A TRIUMPH, OVER TITCHMARSH
   

    

   WE WERE PLUNGING towards the merriest of months, the merry, merry month of May. May is the month the rest of the folk calendar
     dances around, merrily; with the very Mayest day of all being May Day, the first day of May, when May begins, and the may
     comes out. This was a time for pre-Puritan Britons to throw off their mental chains and celebrate themselves and the coming
     of May via the means of boozing, sexing and dancing. Kind of like Brits abroad, but without the abroad.
   

   
   But how to see in the May? Clearly we’d have to do it at the start of May – that much was obvious – and we opted to get up
     before dawn to climb a Dorset hillside and behold the Wessex Morris Men dancing the morris as the rising sun aligned itself
     with the 30-foot-long erection of the Rude Man of Cerne Abbas. The Cerne Abbas giant is the largest chalk figure in Britain,
     cut into the side of a hill in the chalky uplands above the Dorset village of the same name. And who wouldn’t want to get
     up at dawn to watch white-clad middle-aged men dance with hankies atop a huge chalky tumescence? Who? Let the revels commence!
   

   
   We arrived at Cerne Abbas, snuggled in the rolling Dorset downs, in the balmy early evening. After checking into the village’s
     sixteenth-century New Inn (room names: ‘Lovebird’, ‘Duck’, ‘Swallow’ …), we took a pre-May Day trek to find the giant. This
     seemed wise: before sun-up tomorrow we might struggle to find our own feet, let alone a footpath in the deepest countryside.
     We must apprise ourselves immediately, we decided, of the Rude Man’s limestone lumbar area.
   

   
   We followed the signs along a bramble-edged footpath out of the village, running past playing fields alongside a stream. It
     was a tortuous route, though we didn’t really pay much attention to this at the time. Crossing a stone bridge in some woods
     and entering a field of rapeseed, we faced north towards the steep hillside looming over the village. And there he stood.
     Proud. Almost too proud. He’s a big bugger, mind – generally, that is, not just down below.
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   ‘YEAH? WHAT?’

   
   Why he’s there – and for how long – is a matter of conjecture. Is he prehistoric? Certainly he appears in ‘pre-historic Britain’
     books beside neolithic landmarks like the Uffington Horse. Another theory claims he was made by Roman soldiers who hero-worshipped
     Hercules – very much the original hero to worship – but why then does he go unmentioned until 1694, totally absent from the
     welter of medieval documents surviving at Cerne Abbey?
   

   
   Some claim this be no ancient lob-on, but merely a latter-day put-on, possibly pre-Reformation graffiti to wind up the monks
     of the abbey below: ‘Hey, monks! Get a load of this big cock!’ That sort of thing. One local legend has it that he’s the outline
     of a real giant, tied down and killed by villagers during a post-murderous rampage kip. (Locals, eh? What are they like?)
   

   
   More likely the giant may be a Civil War-era carving ordered by a local landowner to mock the Herculean ego of Oliver Cromwell.
     Even then, it’s not written down: maybe he just thought carving a massive cock and balls into the hillside was statement enough?
     So the Giant remains an enigma. Well, as enigmatic as anything can be while also sporting a large erection.
   

   
   We stood in the evening sunlight considering the giant’s facial expression. He’s a funny one all right. His eyebrows are raised
     in surprise. As though he’s been discovered on the hill up to no good, and up they’ve gone. Maybe there were originally a
     series of scenes cut across the hillside, like cartoon boxes. In this one he’s got his arms open and eye-brows up in a conciliatory gesture of surprise. In the next, he’s saying: ‘Now I know what you’re thinking, but I can explain the
     club.’ And the people motion to his down-below bits and he just gets really embarrassed and runs away.
   

   
   Whatever his provenance, the giant became a symbol of virility and fertility for local people (possibly because of his big
     willy). Childless couples have reputedly sought an extra leg-up by fornicating on his slopes, the mucky so-and-so’s. Ladies
     feeling themselves in need of a husband have slept on the giant’s giant manhood for good luck (choosing to ignore the huge
     raised club and gaping mouth, which do not, let’s face it, scream husband material). On this particular evening, no one was
     taking advantage of the Rude Man’s powers. The hills were rolling, but no one was rolling on the hills. All was quiet. Peace
     was in the valley. Across the chalk downland, undulating greenly, the dusky sky imbued everything with a warm orange glow.
     We went for a pint.
   

   
   As the evening progressed, we asked around at the village pubs for details of the following morning’s events, hoping for some
     roisteringly told tales of vivid local colour; but at the first two pubs, the landlords in this unchanging idyll (oft featured
     in England’s Finest Village polls) had all recently moved to the area and didn’t know anything about it. After last orders
     in the Royal Oak, we were promised a lock-in at another establishment down the road. We poked our heads round the door, hoping
     to be heartily welcomed and regaled with fragrant tales of May Days of yore. And we would laugh and laugh, possibly banging
     our tankards (do people still have tankards?) on the table with gusto and also gay abandon. But it was closed.
   

   
   Four forty a.m. Although dawn was supposedly nearing, no one had yet told the sky, which was doing a fine impression of still
     being properly night-time. The lanes were silent. No morris men were lurking. (They weren’t even nearby: we’d have heard their
     bells.) We poked around between the cottages on the main street to find the alleyway leading to the footpath. This was a strange hour to be poking
     about the streets of an English village. It was very dark, and a bit nippy.
   

   
   The journey up the bramble-edged footpath was now a fraught affair involving perilous ravines and treacherous mud pools. We
     found the bottom of the giant’s hill, only to realise we had no idea how to penetrate the enclosure’s barbed-wire fence. The
     wire was blocking the way. The way to morris!
   

   
   It was now, huffing and puffing our way up a bloody great big hill in the dark, doing battle with puddles and our beer-heads,
     that we wondered if this whole Britishness quest might be a terrible mistake.
   

   
   Digging deep, we found a well of inner strength from somewhere, at about the same time we found a crumpled blister-pack of
     paracetamol in a jacket pocket. Everything was going to be all right.
   

   
   It was clear that someone, or something, had been testing us – but who? The National Trust would have put the fence up, and
     you wouldn’t put anything past those bastards. Well, tough titty, National Trust – we’re going on!
   

   
   We decided to climb over the barbed wire. Through sheer dumb luck we survived without injury to our lower body areas or even
     our trousers, and started climbing the precipitous slope beside the giant. All was silent. All was dark. Where was this alleged
     daybreak morris revelry? Where? The faintest wash of slightly lighter blue in the east indicated some progress on the daylight
     front.
   

   
   Finally (we’re talking some minutes here), we reached the summit. Amazingly, a huddle of figures came into view silhouetted
     against the yellowy rim where the hillside met the sky. Rising arrestingly above them was a horned man-beast about ten feet
     tall. Gathered around this strange, otherworldly creature were 12 or so morris men – all-weather coats over their dancing
     garb – and about 10 other bystanders. We’d made it. Everyone else had decided to enter through the open gate at the top of
     the hill, which was quite clever of them all in all. (We made a mental note to, in future, just kind of generally look out for gates on our
     trek.)
   

   
   This flattened grass square on top of the hill, surrounded by a shallow ditch – actually a small earthwork called the Trendle
     (or Frying Pan) that might (or might not) date from the Iron Age – was the former site of the village’s maypole. Dancing around
     a maypole has strong phallic overtones. As, clearly, does the Giant himself: nothing has more phallic overtones than a phallus.
     So villagers dancing round a phallic symbol above a 30-foot-long phallic symbol: that’s no longer mere overtone. That’s a
     full tone, that is. Just thinking about it could take your eye out.
   

   
   At 5.15 it was still fairly murky, but the eastern horizon now shimmered with orange. The morris men discarded their coats
     and welcomed the spectators, the numbers now swelled to 30 or 40, as more people arrived. Through the gate. The two accordion
     players sparked up and locked in together, bells were shaken and the dancers got on the good foot. The morris was go!
   

   
   Pulling our thin jackets tight, with the wind roaring across the tops of the hills and straight into our ears, we felt horribly
     underdressed. But the dancers, wearing only cotton shirts, gave not a hoot for the cold and instead, waving their handkerchiefs
     and skipping to and fro, seemed almost hypnotised by the strange cat’s-cradle patterns they were weaving. It’s not often you
     see grown men skipping before sunrise, or any time, and we marvelled at the intricacy of their inexplicable gyrations. They
     were really going at it, and we respected them for that.
   

   
   The man-bull, a large leather-wood mask with a scary hinged jaw, sometimes stood at the back, just sort of looking on, weird
     and menacing, and sometimes acted as a kind of totem at the centre of the formations, a weird knobble on his forehead resembling
     an untended wart or third eye struggling to break out. A giant horned folk creature does add a real touch of freakiness to
     any gathering, we thought.
   

   
   The bagman then held out his bag full of sticks. The dancers took one each before lining up and setting about a furious stick
     dance. They really cracked those sticks.
   

   
   Looking out across the valley, stretching, rolling, for miles and miles, we shared a little out-of-body vision of our little
     huddle on this hillside in early-morning Britain, the sound of chinging bells and cracking sticks blowing into the void, looking
     very small, somewhat forlorn but slightly heroic. This whole thing was inexplicable, but with a certain charm: inexplicable,
     but why not?
   

   
   Next up was a dance to bring abundant crops. ‘This dance is for the growing of beans,’ said the leader. ‘That’s English beans,’
     he added. ‘Not French beans. Or any other foreign beans. English beans!’ Because it’s never too early for some jovial leguminous
     xenophobia.
   

   
   Morris dancing could hardly be more redolent of a beardy, real-ale variety of monocultural Merrie Olde England. As white and
     English as the white cliffs of Dover. English English English. White white white. Dover Dover Dover.
   

   
   Or, you know, African … First mentioned in 1458, the word ‘morris’ is thought to derive from ‘moresco’ meaning ‘Moorish’, with the fashion possibly being brought back by John of Gaunt’s troops on a Spanish military jaunt. Then
     again, it might not be. No one really knows for sure. (The white cliffs of Dover are a bit greyish, too. Can you trust nothing
     in this world?)
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   THE WESSEX MORRIS MEN: IT’S NOT OFTEN YOU SEE MEN SKIPPING.

   
   The tradition would probably have died out altogether were it not for the efforts of Edwardian folk revivalist Cecil Sharp,
     who believed – despite the total (that’s total) lack of evidence – that these dances were relics of England’s pagan, racially pure, past: ancient rites performed by ancient whites.*

   
   Back on the hill it was getting lighter but also, if anything, getting colder. It was a paradox. A big brain-freezing bastard
     of a paradox. We were by now swaying and nodding our heads in time to the music. The relentless tum-te-tum melodies and on-the-one
     repetitive beats were a welcome distraction from the early-morning elements, and before long the effect honestly became slightly
     incantatory. As the eastern half of the cloudless sky turned properly sky-blue, the thought arose: this is a rave. Maybe these
     folk tunes are the original banging tunes. This lot are tripping their tits off – on the morris! Come on, morris men! Take
     us into insanity! It’s just the sun rising. We call it acieeed. Rhythm is. A dancer. Es are good.
   

   
   At the climax of their last dance, the morris men raised their hankies triumphantly to the sky. At that exact moment, the
     sun finally pierced the horizon. ‘It’s a sign!’ we almost exclaimed. Or a coincidence. Either way, this moment could not be
     topped, and the side (morris teams are called sides, like beef) finally rested. Each spectator got issued with a nice green-on-white
     sticker with a jolly bearded dancer on it plus the legend ‘I’ve Seen Wessex Morris Men’. (We’ve still got ours and wear them
     with pride. Although, to be fair, they should do a separate set that read ‘I’ve Seen Wessex Morris Men Having Climbed Up A
     Fucking Big Hill At Dawn – And You Haven’t’, to distinguish dilettantes who have only ever seen them outside a village pub
     by accident from the real fans.)
   

   
   We headed back down to the village following the crowd, taking the normal, much easier route past the abbey at the base of the hill. It’s from the Benedictine abbey that the name ‘Abbas’ comes. There’s a legend that St Augustine
     himself (the father of British Christianity) came here and founded an earlier abbey, and magicked up a well by touching the
     ground with his stick. He didn’t, though. Hoping to attract pilgrims, the local monks in the eleventh century hired fibbing
     monk Goscelin to make the story up from his head. But that’s local legends for you: like legends, only more bollocks. (They
     were always doing shit like that, the church of yore – making stuff up to attract pilgrims. Thank God that these days they
     just stick to the facts.)
   

   
   In the village shop, an elderly woman customer saw the procession pass and recalled the May Days of her childhood in the 1920s,
     with the whole school marching up to the Trendle to dance around the maypole. Great days. We didn’t ask her about the phallic
     overtones. Well, you wouldn’t really, would you?
   

   
   After parading through the village with hawthorn twigs, the dancers convened at the New Inn for breakfast, taking over the
     pub’s wood-beamed front room. Like proper musicians, they started boozing at 8 a.m. If we’re keying into a time before the
     Puritans made people work all the hours God sent (and the Victorians started repressing people into not stumbling around before
     elevenses), maybe getting pissed at breakfast-time might, every now and then, help put things in perspective, we thought.
     Pissed perspective, obviously, but perspective nonetheless.
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   CECIL SHARP. AND FRIENDS.

   
   After the first pints had been swiftly consumed, the singing began: hearty songs of sorrow and joy. It was heartening. Our hearts were heartened. Then our hearts were sorrowed. Our hearts moved accordingly,
     while our mouths ate bacon. One morris man explained that the horned man-beast was the Dorset Ooser – a mythic local figure
     used to harry local wrongdoers like adulterers. This was a 1975 replica of an original from nearby village Melbury Osmond
     that went missing in the 1930s. ‘It was rumoured to be used by a witches’ coven, but that’s just a rumour …’ he said. ‘It
     was there to keep the community in line. Sort of intended to scare children. A personification of the beast within.’ Adding
     brightly: ‘It’s evil, basically.’ Cool.
   

   
   This year’s dance was judged particularly fine. No one could remember such a clear sky; they have danced in deep fog and even
     snow. The morris men told us that Alan Titchmarsh had turned up the year before, and it had absolutely pissed down, the crew
     drying out the insides of cameras with hairdryers in the back bar of the New Inn. Ha! Wrong year, Titchmarsh. The elements
     were on our side. The spirit of Britain is with us, not you! Screw you, Titchmarsh! Screw you!
   

   
   Maybe the early start was beginning to hit, but soon the songs rolling away in the corner started feeling slightly repetitive,
     even oppressive. Particularly when they took a turn for the bawdy. Sadly, this is often where observing folk tradition can
     lead: beery old guys singing jaunty songs about groping teenage girls. Let the revels stop commencing!
   

   
   Leaving the village, we pulled into a layby on the A352 for a photograph of the giant. Again we pondered the giant’s mystery,
     considering how the problem with folk memory is that, left to their own devices, folks often remember precisely naff all.
     Most people struggle to remember to buy more milk, never mind pass on stories from ages back in some sort of generational
     game of Chinese whispers.
   

   
   Then we recalled another theory that the Rude Man’s member was once a smaller member that somehow got conjoined with a belly button. Can this be true? Surely not. If you’re taking the trouble to carve a giant’s erection into
     the hillside, would you really keep it on the small side? Maybe standing back halfway through and going: ‘Hmm, is it too much?
     We don’t want to seem tasteless …’
   

   

  


     
BRITAIN’S TOP ENEMIES


     
     DANES, THE: You wouldn’t think it to look at them now, but they were once huge bastards.
     

     
     FRENCH, THE: In the eighteenth century, Britishness was built on four mainstays, according to top Britishness academic Linda Colley: Protestantism,
      war, the pursuit of profit, and hating the French. Nelson prescribed: ‘You must hate a Frenchman as you hate the devil.’ (The
      devil has the best tunes. Not something you could say for the French.]
     

     
     ROMANS, THE: Slaughtered Boudica and subjugated the noble, woad-spattered Britons. On the plus side, introduced underfloor heating, which
      cuts radiator clutter.
     

     
     NORMANS, THE: Prototype French. Cunningly, also Danish.
     

     
     SPANISH, THE: No gip for ages on this front, but at the opening of Parliament in 1656, Cromwell was moved to declare: ‘Why, truly, your
      great enemy is the Spaniard. He is a natural enemy, he is naturally so.’ You don’t get speeches like that at the opening of
      Parliament any more. More’s the pity.
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     YOUR ENEMY.

     
     ARGIES, THE: All smoothed over now, though. So it’s okay to eat corned beef again. Except it’s revolting. Here’s an idea: let’s have a
      war with whichever nation is responsible for luncheon meat.
     

     
     IRAQ: Clearly posed a major threat – but, well, they won’t be bothering us for a while.
     

     
     DUTCH, THE: Attempted to rival Britain for naval supremacy, before giving up to become pot-sodden whore-masters.
     

     
     GERMANS, THE: No. 1 All-Time Top Enemy. The wave of anti-German feeling during WWI even saw angry mobs attacking dachshunds. We have it
      on the strictest authority of our grans that ‘the Boche’ will ‘rise again’. Achtung! Achtung!
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     YOUR ENEMY.

     
     YANKS, THE: And after all we’d done for them. At the time of the War of Independence, it was feared defeat would mean the ‘dismemberment
      of the Empire’. But the Empire went on to be the largest the world had ever seen. So who’s laughing now, eh?
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   THREE

   
   MILLIONAIRE'S
SHORTBREAD

   
   BRITAIN IN PERIL
MEL GIBSON
FREEDOM!
   

       

NO ONE IN BRITAIN takes nationalism as seriously as the Scots, Scotland, the Scottish and the Scots. They even elect nationalists.
     And how nationalist is that!?
   

   
   We arrived in Scotland 300 years, almost to the day, since the birth of Great Britain – the moment that the 1707 Acts Of Union
     took effect to form a new Kingdom out of two very different, often fairly hostile, kingdoms. That’s if spending the previous
     few centuries raiding and grabbing and invading and slaughtering and jeering while waving one’s fist in a hostile manner can
     be called hostile. Which it probably can.
   

OEBPS/images/Art_P033b.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P033a.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P024.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P021.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P014.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pcommonimage.jpg
~n~





OEBPS/images/Art_P015.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P019.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P030.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P013.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P035.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P010.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P028.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780748112180.jpg
BLIGHTY

Steve Lowe

Alan McArthur






