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NOTE TO READERS (AND LIBEL LAWYERS)


This is a work of peppery polemic. It should not be mistaken for Holy Scripture, or even the verdict of a modern Anglican bishop. It represents the subjective views of a scurvy parliamentary sketchwriter, critic and Marches blunderbuss, no more, no less. It sets about the Establishment as a savage to his privet hedge.




Revolution!


British voters hit breaking point
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Two stunning election results. Two kicks in the kidneys for Britain’s elite. The EU referendum 2016 and the general election of 2017 did not happen by accident. They were born of a weary truculence.


Before both votes the electorate was told firmly what to do. A vote for Remain would be safe and strong. A vote for Theresa May would be strong and stable. You know your duty, little ones, said the elite. Sod that, said the people. In the greatest citadel-storming since the French Revolution they chose to leave the obtrusive European Union. A year later, when asked by presumptive Mrs May to increase her majority, they did the opposite.


The spirit propelling these unexpected votes was not specific to Britain. Donald Trump’s election showed similar things afoot in America. Elect that streak of grief Hillary? Hell, no. Nor can Right/Left conclusions be drawn. Brexit was broadly a Right-wing success and Jeremy Corbyn rose from the graveyard Left. Something bigger was in play. It went beyond manifestos. Nor will political scientists’ put-down of ‘populism’ (by which they mean vulgarity) quite do. This was a yeoman impatience with our smug, self-perpetuating, invisible Brahmin caste.


For decades, Britons have been bossed about by a clerisy of administrators and managers and pose-striking know-alls. The old aristocracy having faded, in came a more furtive elite, driven by the desire to own minds, not acres. They were not interested in buying parkland and vistas. They wanted to control opinion and dictate our attitudes.


It was done on the sly. Of course it was. We are ruled by baby-boomers and the baby-boomer generation – as greedy for power as any of its predecessors – is embarrassed by outright leadership. Material chattels like stately homes can be taxed, so they submerged their swagger. They posed as liberals and dressed as and spoke like mechanicals – tattoos, mockney accents, crumpled clothes (you see more ties in economy class than at the front of a plane). They crouched behind ‘enlightened’ attitudes while imposing their views on a populace they claimed to esteem but more truthfully disdained. Politicians and civil servants and lawyers used a language few could understand. They became adept at smudged evasion, disguise, facade, until we reached the point where they all seemed the same – David Cameron and Ed Miliband were just variants of your basic Ford Cortina, one with a touch more carpet, the other with go-faster stripes. Miliband and his brother were so interchangeable, the public often got them confused. I am not arguing against elitism, an essential concept in any aspirational society. I am arguing against our elite, as exemplified by so many of its members.


Government was farmed out to agencies and quangos and privatised supply companies whose directors had the same tastes and handed one another sinecures. Verve vanished from parliamentary politics because the System sought anonymity, preferably in the back of a darkened BMW behind the smoked glass of cliché and small-print blether. Election promises were discarded like snakeskins. You promised us a referendum on the Lisbon Treaty, said the voters. Ah, but all that has changed, said David Cameron. You promised us a cash prize, said the scratchcard winner. Ah, but you didn’t call the 50p-a-minute hotline in time, said the swindler. Read the small print, suckers.


Opinion gurus told bland ‘leaders’ what to think. National pride was diminished to the point that Labour MP Emily Thornberry could visit a working-class town and sneer to her followers about its flag-waving and white vans. Look at what the common oiks are like, said this millionaire lawyer. Fancy actually liking one’s national flag! Cheap labour was imported, suppressing workers’ wages, because that was what globalised bosscats at the international forums said was necessary. Could we criticise immigration? Only if we wanted to be called racists and fruitcakes. The elite’s media munchkins had placed it on the top shelf, somewhere safe where it could not be touched.


Against our will, children were exposed to sex education by schools more interested in dogma than declension. Sex crimes rocketed. Sociologists said murderers must be released into the community. Re-offending rates rose. Smokers were made to feel like criminals. Criminals were encouraged to sue their victims. From every side came instruction as to what we must think: about diet, gender, sexuality, race, even the weather, with the TV forecasters telling us to put on sun cream and giving silly names to every incoming squall.


The most irritating moment in the day used to be when the old grump at the newsagent’s called us ‘love’ or ‘young man’ (even when we were over fifty). Now the entire System was at it, badgering us, belittling us, patting us on the head, putting us in our place. Think this. Don’t think that. Inappropriate! Hate crime! From Blue Peter presenters to the Chief Medical Officer, from that ninny Nick Clegg to railway Tannoys saying ‘do not become a victim of crime’ or ‘see it, say it, sort it’, they treat us like toddlers.


Even the most docile beach donkey, if repeatedly kicked, will eventually refuse to cooperate. It will bare its long, yellow teeth and walk in the other direction, pulling its tethers out of the sand. So it has proved with the British voters. Get off our backs, they said. Stop goading us.


Stop being such patronising bastards.




Independence Dawns


The morning we broke free
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Where were you at dawn on Friday 24 June, 2016? I was in a poky hotel bedroom in London’s Bloomsbury, shivering in my smalls. The previous evening had brought bad family news and I retired to bed at 10 p.m. to sleep fitfully. As daylight broke, I shivered not from cold but clammy nerves as the hotel’s small television relayed the referendum results from around the country.


Our nation had voted on ‘the greatest question to face this generation’, millions turning out for the first time. One polling station, roughly in the middle of the country, was the Riverside Club in the Spital district of Chesterfield, Derbyshire. On the Thursday morning a gaunt figure had entered, moving with difficulty. After collecting his papers, he leaned heavily on the stubby pencil while casting his vote. Privacy did not much worry him. Why be secretive? Job done, he carefully dropped his ballot into the box, thanked the officials, winced a little and made slowly for the door. Aerospace engineer Stuart Carrington, fifty-four, had just voted for the last time.


A keen supporter of Leave – and normally a Labour man, his dad having been a miner – Stuart had been determined to get to the Riverside Club and he had bloody well managed it.


Stuart was my brother-in-law. Well, as good as. He and my wife’s sister Nicky were not formally married but they had been together years. Stuart’s health had become a worry in recent months. Out of character, he took time off from the factory where he did laser coordinates. Stuart’s machine, capable of the most intricate measurements, checked parts for aircraft jet engines. Stuart was proud of his work, just as he was proud of Nicky, her two sons and their flat. But he knew all that was coming to an end. The doctors initially told him he had a low-threat cancer but they changed their prognosis. That week we were told he was dying.


Into the early hours of Friday I woke repeatedly, thinking of stoical, taciturn Stuart. Those northern men don’t always say much but by God they make their mark. Stuart was not a showy person. He did not consider himself important, not in the way we normally use that term. Not back then. Maybe things are a little different now. Maybe the balance of power has shifted a little.


As the hours passed, I peeped at the news a few times. No doubt the technocracy was going to win. It always did, didn’t it? At the start of the evening, UKIP’s Nigel Farage, normally Mr Perky, all but conceded Leave would lose. In my short bursts of sleep I had a nightmare about George Osborne as a sergeant major, bawling orders at those of us in the ranks.


By 1.30 a.m. the pattern of results suggested a result tighter than predicted. The experts had said defeat for Remain was unthinkable. But what is an expert? My brother-in-law Stuart was an expert. The job he did demanded training and concentration, ignoring outside interference, maintaining a steady hand and discarding the tiniest flaws. How often could we say that about the sort of experts – Treasury officials, opinion pollsters and almost the entire diplomatic corps – who idly presumed Remain would win?
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Abandon ship, Captain Ashdown!


Before the first results came in, former Lib Dem leader Lord Ashdown said: ‘I will forgive no one who does not respect the sovereign voice of the British people once it has spoken, whether it is a majority of 1 per cent or 20 per cent. When the British people have spoken you do what they command. Either you believe in democracy or you don’t.’ Command! Such a Paddy Ashdown word. He himself was in the armed forces once, y’know – Special Boat Squadron Paddy paddling ashore by moonlight with a length of cheese wire to slit enemy throats before you can say ‘lost deposit’. Well done, Paddy! The one snag? When he said all that about accepting the democratic vote, he thought Remain was going to win. Once Remain lost, he rapidly tried to contest the result. If it is possible for a commando to torpedo his own inflatable, dumbo Paddy did it.





More results came in. Remain was losing! Our dominating elite of parliamentarians, lobbyists, bankers, artists, political theorists, clergy, academics and sterile aesthetes was about to take a custard pie smack in the face. So many well-connected people had scoffed at Brexit. They had belittled anyone who suggested it could occur. But there it was, happening before our eyes on dawn television.


At 4.40 a.m. the BBC’s presenter, David Dimbleby, stared at the camera lens and said:




At twenty minutes to five we can now say that the decision taken in 1975 by this country to join the Common Market has been reversed by this referendum to leave the EU. We are absolutely clear now that there is no way that the Remain side can win. It looks as though the gap is going to be something like 52 to 48, so a four-point lead for leaving the EU, and that’s the result of this referendum which has been preceded by weeks and months of argument and dispute and all the rest of it. The British people have spoken and the answer is ‘we’re out!’.





The cold print of the referendum ballot papers had merely asked voters if they wanted to stay in the EU. This result was the crystallisation of something bigger. It was the eruption of a long-building resentment at being bossed around by an opaque snootocracy, by prosperous fixers and people-in-the-know. The same thing happened in Worms five hundred years ago when Martin Luther ignited the Reformation against a money-grabbing, indulgence-selling, over-powerful Holy Roman Empire.


What had sparked the rebellion this time? Do we trace it back to 1980s Thatcherism, which started to dismantle big government and placed it in the hands of profiteering privatisers? Thatcherism showed that change could be made, albeit to a discordant mercantilism. Should we attribute it to the John Major years, when public trust in politics was loosened by destructive New Labour propagandist Alastair Campbell pushing the ‘sleaze’ agenda? In 1997, Princess Diana’s death showed the public that they could bend remote authority to their will. Then came the Blair era, thick with hypocrisy, a government that flew under the colours of Islingtonian social democracy yet furtively pursued more privatisation (with added stealth taxes), outsourced our foreign affairs to the White House and saw a cabal of intimates bossing our civil service. Postwar liberal Blair affected glottal-stoppy mateyness. Think of me as an ordinary kinda guy, said the Prime Minister who ignored the ordinary people’s feelings on immigration.


On my hotel bed that Independence dawn, after hearing David Dimbleby’s words, I felt a giddying rush of patriotic pride. The applecart had been overturned. This was not just a public rejection of the EU. Thanks to Stuart Carrington and 17,410,741 other Leave voters, this was an act of thrilling dissent. Our arrogant elite, after years of self-enriching condescension, had been whupped.




Gather! Gather!


Celebs do politics
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Film stars who win an Oscar go into clichés of disbelief: fanning of face, ‘omigods!’ and moans of ‘Gather! Gather!’ The rigmarole was much the same when the EU result came through. Celebrity luvvies hyperventilated.


Actress Amanda Abbington posted a dawn Twitter message: ‘Why on earth we were given this choice to vote is beyond me. We are totally on our own now. Totally. Watch the collapse begin. Dark days.’ Five minutes later, having had time to chew further on the matter, she added: ‘Where can I move me and my children too? Where’s nice? Italy? Canada?’ They might have better grammar there, certainly.


Kit Harington, an actor from Game of Thrones, said it was a ‘f***ing terrible result’. Harry Potter star Daniel Radcliffe detected a ‘jingoistic “we don’t want to take orders from bloody Frenchies”’ attitude in Leave voters. The celebrity Twittersphere read like the Book of Lamentations. Niall Horan of pop group One Direction (his politics were certainly that) predicted Leave voters would repent their decision. ‘It’s a sad day,’ he cried. Tamal Ray, a ‘celebrity pastry chef’, put out a half-baked: ‘I cannot believe this. What is going to happen to us now? Jesus . . .’ James Corden, who left Britain to present a TV show in California, transmitted from across the water: ‘I’m so sorry to the youth of Britain. I feel you’ve been let down today. x.’ From Philip Pullman, author, came this: ‘We had a headache, so we shot our foot off.’ J. K. Rowling: ‘I don’t think I’ve ever wanted magic more.’ TV presenter and sometime footballer Gary Lineker asked, ‘what have we gone and done?’ Alexa Chung, model, resorted to ‘scooping flesh out. Setting some aside in a jar marked “immigrant”. Unsure where to scatter myself.’


Sometime triple-jumper Jonathan Edwards (and lead presenter for a European TV sports channel) let us know ‘I feel I’m living in a foreign country now’. Danny Cipriani, rugby player, was appalled the people had been given a vote. ‘It’s ridiculous a decision this big can be left in our hands. I’m gutted.’ Welsh rugby player Jamie Roberts, a doctor who studied at the University of Cambridge, called it an ‘uneducated vote’ and suggested politics should be made a compulsory subject in schools (taught objectively or not, Jamie?). Long-jumper Greg Rutherford called the result ‘unbelievable’ and said ‘naughty world! Stop it! Down!’


The mood at Glastonbury pop festival was funereal. Coldplay’s Chris Martin saw ‘the collapse of a country’. Damon Albarn wore a black armband. Marianne Faithfull, famous because decades earlier she once did something filthy with a Mars Bar and Mick Jagger, said: ‘We are back to where it used to be, the right-wing racist Little England. Those dreadful people, they’ve always been there.’


*


Emma Thompson, mother, director, writer, actress, intellectual, citizen, is her own greatest performance. Ems is luvviedom’s head girl. In her various roles she gives it her all, widening her eyes, crumpling that pruney chin, gripping tight to the handlebars of what she laughingly calls her career. Hollywood loves her and pays her accordingly. She is thick into the brass.


But most of all, Emma cares. She cares so much that tears may soon spring to her spaniel eyes and her slightly bulbous nose may start to run; or maybe the moment calls for defiance mode with a jutted jaw and a lashing-out of bad language, substituting her habitual ‘crumbs’ and ‘gollys’ for ‘f*** this’ and ‘f*** that’.


She cares about the planet and the poor. She aches for Labour (been a member ‘all my life’ – which means she backed Foot, then Blair, then Corbyn) and thinks Tories are evil, or something like that. Not evil in a biblical way, of course. She is a ‘libertarian anarchist’ when it comes to religion. As a tub-thumping atheist she has talked about how some of the Bible offends her and how she ‘refutes’ it. Fancy word, refute. It means ‘prove to be wrong’. Millennia of religious teaching are thus overturned with one flick of an overpaid actress’s ash-blonde hair.


Emma fights for feminism. When not beating her breast about Palestine or refugees or Aids sufferers or Heathrow airport’s expansion, she campaigns for the Galapagos turtle, even though it looks a bit like Norman Tebbit. Ems is like that, you see. Forgiving. Big-hearted. So long as you’re not talking about religion. Anyway, if she met rotten old Tory Tebbit she would probably want to win him over, because actors are like that. They yearn to be loved. So, she would try to josh nasty Norm along and do one of her little self-deprecating routines, which are always so amusing in a middle-class way. She’s good with people, is Emma. She camouflages her blazing intolerance with English irony. What a star!


Why should we pay her political views any attention? After all, feminism (which seems to be her core belief) is based on egalitarian principles and if egalitarianism’s logic of one person being no better than the next is to be pursued, why should a la-di-dah celebrity from a posh part of north London, brought up by an actress mum and a dad who did voiceovers for the 1960s children’s TV show The Magic Roundabout, be any more worth listening to than a UKIP-supporting council-house knuckle-dragger from Boston, Lincs, or a Trump voter in Tallahassee or even a turbanned ayatollah in Tehran? Emma, however, does not see it that way. She argues that ‘anyone with any sort of voice has a duty to plug into what they think needs to be said’. Crumbs. ‘Anyone with any sort of voice’? That sounds like elitish self-justification – a manifesto for celebrity proselytising – does it not?


Who could resent Emma Thompson her public altruism? She is so valiantly earnest, shoulder-shrugging in an aw-shucks Cambridge Footlights way (she was at the University of Cambridge with the likes of Tony Slattery, Hugh Laurie, Stephen Fry and porcelain-petite heart-breaker Sandi Toksvig). Those Footlights people perfect the art of being patrician without ever quite seeming it. The British ruling class is artful at that sort of disguise. It has been perfected over centuries of self-survival, filing down the rough edges of autocracy and throwing in a few jokes so that hoi polloi don’t notice they are jolly well being told what to do by the old boss types.


Life has certainly gone Thompson’s way. She is wonderfully rich, allegedly worth £30 million, though that looks like an accountant’s under-estimate. A cynic would say she made the money partly by being a brand – lovely, Leftwing Ems, acclaimed by the Beeb and Guardian as a national double-yolker. That sort of thing is terrific for the bottom line. Em-pathy, you could call it. If only Vanessa Redgrave had been a bit more crafty like Emma Thompson, a bit more SDP and a bit less Workers’ Revolutionary Party (ooh-er, Ems would say), then Vanessa, too, could have made billions more bazookers. Fie such cynicism! We fully accept that Ems is a sincere old biscuit and, come the Corbyn revolution, will happily forego her holidays on private yachts and will settle for a wet week in a beach-hut in Skeggy. Emma’s socialism is of the elastic variety. She is a great friend of Prince Charles, has a lovely house in Hampstead and a second in Scotland. Oh, all right, that probably means her carbon footprint is ginormous – a very Emma word – and jetting round the world from filmset to filmset must positively gobble down the eco-equivalent of acres of Brazilian rainforest, but just look at all the tax she pays. And she is using her voice, remember. She is ‘doing her duty’. Yes, she sent her precious daughter Gaia (named after the Greek goddess or James Lovelock’s theory of environmental synergy?) to a private school, which might look like stinking hypocrisy given her support for the anti-grammars Labour Party, but at least that opened up another state-school place for a poor person. Or a refugee. Like the Rwandan child-soldier she and her handsome second husband Greg Wise adopted. Husband number one was Kenneth Branagh, since knighted. In their married days, Branagh was asked if they planned to have children. Maybe, replied Branagh, but they had to save the planet first.


Duty, duty, duty. Emma T was, naturally, appalled by Brexit. She said she felt more European than English and she regarded Nigel Farage as a ‘white nationalist’. Where that left the many non-white Leave voters and nonwhite UKIP supporters, it was hard to say. Before the EU referendum Thompson declared that it would be ‘madness’ to leave the EU and if we did so then Britain would revert to being the ‘cake-filled, misery-laden grey old island’ it had been in days of yore. In line with her view that ‘we should be taking down borders, not putting them up’, she said Britain should take in more refugees. ‘We’ve got plenty of room for them,’ she declared. How would she countenance a temporary refugee camp on Hampstead Heath? Maybe not so well. When Tesco proposed opening one of its Express mini-supermarkets in nearby Belsize Park, Emma (along with some fellow celebs) campaigned against it, arguing that the shop would blight that ‘villagey’ area. Village? Belsize bloody Park?


Socialist Miss Thompson is not a woman of the people. At one of those ritzy film-premiere nights she was stopped on the red carpet and asked if she would be taking selfies of herself with some of the evening’s other stars. ‘I wouldn’t take a selfie with anybody,’ she said with a shudder. ‘I mean, God almighty, how to take narcissism to its unspeakable extreme. Get a life everyone.’ By which she perhaps meant ‘get a life just like mine’.


Despite her absurdities I still have a soft spot for Emma Thompson. It must be lingering affection for her late father’s voice narrating The Magic Roundabout with Zebedee and Dougal and Mr McHenry & Co. But she is a hand-wringing Lefty pioneer followed by other actors and celebs, not all of them so likeable.
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Lib Dems’ new Youth Ambassador


Best celebrity endorsement of all time? It was hard to beat the time that pop musician Brian Eno came out as a supporter of the Lib Dems and was duly signed up as Nick Clegg’s official youth adviser. Eno was sixty-one at the time.





Lily Allen, a pop singer, has made plain her dimness by adopting drearily right-on postures on Brexit, refugees and other matters. Actor Michael Sheen was cross after his home area, south Wales, supported Brexit: ‘Wales votes to trust a new and more right-wing Tory leadership to invest as much money into its poorer areas as EU has been doing.’ A year later south Wales did no such thing and stayed loyal to Labour. Maybe its voters supported Leave in 2016 because they saw how EU energy rules had wrecked its steel plants.


Do stars’ managers calculate that a little Leftwing foghorning might help their celebs, attracting younger audiences? Is that the thinking? And where they already have the profile to make their own decisions, do they not realise how it comes across? Sherlock star Martin Freeman (an intelligent man) fronted a Labour party election broadcast in which he bragged that his values were ‘community, compassion, decency’? Good grief, he’ll be playing St Augustine next.


There is a word for Freeman and Thompson and their ilk – and, no, I am not about to contribute a tenner to the swear box, although Keira Knightley might. Knightley is a foul-mouthed little madam (and a poor stage actress) who was vehemently anti-Brexit. ‘Stop others f***ing with your future,’ she bleated in a message to yoof. The word talent managers use is ‘influentials’, celebrities who can influence the views of their fans.


Advertising agencies will cite statistics showing how sales of a certain brand of scent rise when someone like Helen Mirren stars in advertisements. Similarly, political strategists insist that voters are influenced when a Martin Freeman or David Tennant presents a party-political broadcast for Labour. Former Doctor Who star Tennant likes to parade his Labour support (‘all my life,’ he says) and desire for Scottish independence. He says Britain is in for a ‘dark time’ outside the EU and he went on American television to describe Donald Trump as a ‘tangerine ballbag’, a ‘wiggy slice’ and a ‘witless f***ing c***splat’. Before the 2010 general election, Tennant backed Gordon Brown and said, ‘I would rather have a prime minister who is the cleverest person in the room than a prime minister who looks good in a suit – I think David Cameron is a terrifying prospect.’ How good to hear a much-packaged TV star decry image. But are voters really swayed by celebrity? I find it hard to believe.


Voters did not warm to Jeremy Corbyn because he was supported by the likes of Lily Allen and Arthur Smith and Steve Coogan. They were attracted to the simplicity of his message and the fact that he seemed to be outside the net-worky, money-driven System that enriches such luvvies. The status quo suits these stars just fine. In 2015 David Tennant, Julie Walters and Claudia Winkleman put their names to a campaign saying how marvellous the BBC was and how the public should ‘celebrate and protect it’. The words ‘so that they and their licence payers can continue to bung me pots of money’ were not used but could have been.




Snooze Headlines


Lifeless politicians heighten craving for excitement
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How dare politicians be boring? Their trade should be the very stuff of life: freedom, gold, power. But so many of them make this dreary. Why do they go into politics if they have nothing electrifying to say?


Theresa May is so boring they should use her to dig for shale gas. She would not have prospered in the pre-TV age, when politicians had to quell vast crowds with their election addresses. Instead she made it to PM without ever hurling herself into a national campaign; when she did try her hand at it in the 2017 general election campaign, she was a dud.


Have you ever sat through a Philip Hammond speech? Your eyelids seem to become laden by fishing weights. To watch an audience during a lecture by Alistair Darling or Des Browne or Andrew Lansley or Patricia Hewitt is to see a scorpion slowly starved of oxygen in a bell jar. Onlookers reach the point where they would prefer to sting themselves rather than suffocate to death by dullness. Even the decent prophet of Euroscepticism, Sir Bill Cash, is an Olympian snoozeroo. How could he make so riveting a cause so gluey?


Geoffrey Howe, Francis Maude, Stephen Byers, Geoff Hoon, Andrew Smith, Paul Murphy, Chris Grayling, Jeremy Wright: why did such morose, dog-eyed dullards ever go into politics? They must have known they were terrible at showmanship. We all now know that in private John Major was a hip-jiggling, afternoon copulator, as randy as Russell Brand, but in public Major had the speaking manner of a nasal nerd. In America, Hillary Clinton was hardly better.


It takes a warped audacity to go forth and stultify. At its root is the casual belief that the audience is peripheral to the process. The people are just bystanders whereas politics is for the cognoscenti. Don’t communicate too openly with them, for goodness’ sake. We don’t want them to develop an unhealthy interest in ideas. And then these bozos are surprised when a ripsnorter like Nigel Farage or acid Alex Salmond or even Pied Piper Jeremy Corbyn comes along and grabs attention by being different.




Be Afraid, Children


Bank Governor Carney joins ‘Project Fear’
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For months before the June 2016 referendum, the System did its best to engineer things in favour of the EU. Cabinet Brexiteers were silenced. Eurosceptic ministers’ civil servants were told to hide sensitive EU material from them. Some £9 million of our tax money was used for pro-Remain propaganda leaflets, which were posted through the nation’s letter boxes. Quite a few were posted back, the words ‘return to sender’ accompanied by blunt suggestions as to what David Cameron could do with them.


The government machine was used remorselessly to help Remain. We were muck-spreadered with warnings of hideous consequences from Brexit. The Governor of the Bank of England, Mark Carney, was mobilised. For a bank governor to enter a political campaign was unusual but Carney (‘Dr Carney’, please) was unfazed. His friend George Osborne was Chancellor and, so far as the two of them could see, Remain was bound to win, and Clever George would become prime minister before the next general election.
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Brexit supporters were long dismissed as weirdos. Michael Howard called UKIP’s activists ‘cranks and gadflies’. David Cameron called them ‘fruitcakes and loonies and closet racists, mostly’. The delightfully disobedient Kippers, to whom ‘fruitcake’ became a badge of honour, cost Cameron a clean win in the 2010 general election. During the 2016 referendum campaign he reined in the insults, promised a referendum and duly won a majority. Oh no, that wasn’t meant to happen! Now he had to hold the referendum. Had Cameron not been quite so rude about the Kippers in the first place, he might never have had to buy their support by offering a referendum, his EU friends could have continued on their anti-democratic way and he would still be prime minister.





Canadian Carney, a Centrist with a soigné manner, was bound to the status quo by instinct and career. Aged only fifty-two (he seemed older), Carney proved greatly helpful to Osborne and predicted Brexit would cause sterling to collapse, growth to stall and unemployment to rise. Scottish First Minister Nicola Sturgeon, herself a Remainer, told Downing Street such gloom-mongering would get Remain nowhere. Pah, what did Sturgeon know? She was merely a provincial. She didn’t go to Chequers for weekend barbecues with Dave. She was never spotted at Matthew Freud’s summer parties. Sturgeon was ignored and Carney & Co. put turbochargers on ‘Project Fear’.


A much-feted American president (feted mainly for being black) made a visit to London and was persuaded to announce that Brexit would send Britain to ‘the back of the queue’ in terms of any US trade deals. When Barack Obama used that British formulation –an American might more naturally say ‘line’ instead of ‘queue’ – at a press conference on 22 April 2016, the Downing Street spin doctors were delighted. Mr Cameron’s core adviser Craig Oliver practically purred with pleasure. Obama was basically issuing menaces to British electors not to get above their station – and these British officials were pleased! They had become so fixated by petty strategies that they could not see how unpatriotic this might look to many voters; and on the eve of St George’s Day, to boot. But patriotism, to our elite, is like athlete’s foot – an unfortunate embarrassment best not mentioned in polite company.


From comedians to bishops (hard to say which of those two groups is funnier), fund managers to charity-sector tsars, Brexit was as pongy as a bad sardine. They did not just oppose it. They recoiled from it. The reaction was not simply intellectual or even political. It was rooted in taste, aesthetics, manners. Let your future son-in-law have a wall eye, tombstone teeth, the clothes sense of Ken Dodd and a string of shoplifting offences to his name, but pray God Almighty he be not a Brexiteer. We no longer have widowed duchesses who clutch their dewlaps in horror when they hear the word ‘serviette’ but Brexit had the same effect on managerial and technocratic types. My wife, a sweet and liberal-minded soul, casually mentioned to a princeling of the Church of England that she intended to vote Leave. He gasped ‘How could you?’ He might have been less aghast had she admitted to witchcraft.


Fashionable ‘opinion leaders’ and pliable industrialists were pressed to the Remain cause to build the idea that superior people – good people – were of one accord. They crouched down beside the voters, looked them very gravely in the eye and told the boys and girls that Mummy and Daddy would be really, really sad if Remain did not win the referendum. The voters came to the conclusion that those prominent Remain supporters were only in it for themselves, chasing either business contracts or honours. Yet the barrage had been long and intense. It had been unrelenting. Opinion pollsters said Remain would win and in the last week of the campaign the Cameroons started to strut. Two days before the referendum, Guardian columnist Polly Toynbee, la-di-dah Leftist with the most perfect villa in Italy, opined that the result was in the bag. The headline over her article read, ‘On Friday I’ll get my country back. Britain will vote Remain’.




‘Ignorant Masses’


How the caterwauling continued


[image: illustration]


That Friday morning after the referendum, I was soon out of my hotel, heading to Westminster in a taxi whose driver was cock-a-hoop at the Leave vote. Eight days earlier, Labour MP Jo Cox had been shot and stabbed to death in Yorkshire, a murder that had forced a temporary cessation of campaigning. My cab driver’s scepticism showed that the respect quite properly afforded to Mrs Cox had not translated into wider admiration for Parliament.


At the gates to the Palace of Westminster I bumped into pro-Leave Tory MP Kwasi Kwarteng, a great bear of a man. ‘This is bigger than any general election result,’ boomed Kwasi. He was right. General elections are elections for Parliament. The referendum was an election against Parliament, in spite of Parliament. Abraham Lincoln once spoke of ‘government of the people, by the people, for the people’. We had drifted towards ‘government of the people, by the Parliament, for the Parliament and its fleas’.


The Establishment reacted with petulant disbelief. Tony Blair called it ‘a foolish excursion into populism’. Lib Dem leader Tim Farron, forty-six, was concerned about ‘young people’. ‘They were voting for their future but it has been taken from them,’ he said. Farron, normally a sunny fellow, was ‘angry that today we wake to a deeply divided country’. Would he have said the same if the scores had gone the other way?


An American commentator, James Traub, was soon writing an article for the Foreign Policy website entitled ‘It’s Time for the Elites to Rise Up Against the Ignorant Masses’. Traub inveighed against ‘voters’ paranoia’ and ‘nativist parties’ – ‘nativist’ had become the must-have insult for technocrats, a swipe at indigenous people. Traub deplored ‘fist-shakers’ in the electorate who had sided against the ‘pragmatists’ of the old order.




It is necessary to say that people are deluded and that the task of leadership is to un-delude them. Is that ‘elitist’? Maybe it is; maybe we have become so inclined to celebrate the authenticity of all personal conviction that it is now elitist to believe in reason, expertise and the lessons of history.





The Remain camp united atheists and the modern Church of England, with former Archbishop of Canterbury Rowan Williams and arch-atheist Richard Dawkins deploring the result. Dawkins raged that the voters had been ‘ill-informed’ and ‘ignorant’. Personally, I blame evolution. Williams said,




political literacy has to be rebuilt and the voices of properly independent civil society (frequently silenced by warnings from regulators and the like in this debate) – from churches to local citizens’ groups, from NGOs to universities (if they can ever free themselves from their present servitude to functionalist ideology) – have to be liberated.





Not a man for short sentences, is Rowan.


Another secularist, A. C. Grayling, wrote to MPs demanding that they reject the will of the people who, said Grayling, had voted on the basis of ‘demagoguery and sentiment’. Too many voters were merely ‘System One’ thinkers, he argued, i.e. they acted chiefly on impulse and could be ‘captured by slogans’, unlike ‘System Two’ thinkers who made more considered, logical judgements. Shades here, of Plato, who regarded democracy as rule by the rabble and proposed the creation of elite ‘Guardians’ or ‘Philosopher Kings’ who could be selected in youth and trained to rule. Plato’s thinking is most clearly seen today in the French grandes écoles that train the cadre of Brussels Eurocrats who propose and draft EU treaties.


British Europhiles read with approval an article by a Georgetown University philosopher, Jason Brennan, who floated ‘the rule of knowledge’, or epistocracy, in which only the cleverer people would have a vote. That would solve the problem of what Hillary Clinton called ‘The Deplorables’, i.e. supporters of Trump. Tony Blair soon made a speech calling on people to ‘rise up against’ . . . er, themselves, basically. He argued that voters had not known what they were doing. ‘The people voted without knowledge of the terms of Brexit. As these terms become clear, it is their right to change their mind. Our mission is to persuade them to do so,’ he said.




Tory Europhile Lord Heseltine was so horrified by Brexit that he made a speech in the House of Lords (where he had hardly stepped foot since 1997). He said: ‘My opponents will argue that the people have spoken, the mandate secured and the future cast. My experience stands against that argument.’ One old man’s experience against the majority vote of the British public on a 72 per cent turnout! This was the same Heseltine who, after quitting Mrs Thatcher’s cabinet, remarked: ‘It was the most appalling waste of my life.’





Time and again it was argued by anti-Brexiteers that Leave voters did not understand the vastness of their decision, that they had swallowed lies, that they had ‘not voted to make themselves poorer’ and that ‘they did not vote to leave the Single Market’. The elite was indignant and fearful – and that only made many Leave voters all the more certain they had made the right decision.


George Osborne’s ‘Project Fear’, which tried to scare us into voting Remain but came to resemble a ghost-train ride at a funfair, was not even original. Pro-Europeans tried the same thing before the 1975 referendum. In a mesmerising speech at the Oxford Union that year, Labour Eurosceptic Peter Shore said: ‘The message that comes out is fear, fear, fear. Fear because you won’t have any food. Fear of unemployment. Fear that we’ve somehow been so reduced as a country that we can no longer, as it were, totter about in the world independent as a nation. And a constant attrition of our morale. A constant attempt to tell us that what we have and what we had as not only our own achievement but what generations of Englishmen has helped us to achieve, is not worth a damn.’


Edward Heath, who had been recently ousted as Prime Minister, also made a strong speech at that Oxford debate.1 Unlike Messrs Cameron, Osborne and Clegg in the 2016 referendum, Heath admitted the argument was not really one about prices or tariffs or jobs. It was to do with the nation state. The Eurosceptics were ‘content to remain with the past development and institutions and organisations of the nation state’ whereas those on the pro-Brussels side ‘want to move forward into a new organisation which is going to have greater success in meeting the needs of its peoples than the nation state has done in the past’. Heath’s side won the national referendum – and there was no quibbling, then, about a stupid electorate having been out of its depth. Robin Day, presenter of the BBC’s Oxford Union coverage, asked his colleague Ludovic Kennedy for his view of the applause Mr Heath won at the end of his speech. Kennedy said he thought it was ‘very deserved’ for it had been ‘a marvellous speech’. Ah, the old BBC balance!





_______________________


1 Victor van Amerongen, president of the Oxford Union that night, recalls Heath won the Union debate’s vote easily and that he, Victor, was persuaded joining the EEC was wise. By 2016, Victor was an enthusiastic campaigner for Leave.




Beauty Banished


State Art and its ‘experts’


[image: illustration]


Our elite received its Brexit boot up the backside because electors did not believe the institutional ‘experts’ who instructed them to vote Remain. Who was responsible for this loss of trust? Dodgy bankers (‘Sir’ Fred Goodwin and his ilk) and promise-breaking politicians (Nick Clegg with his tuition-fees betrayal) did not help. But one of the main culprits was a man who was neither politician nor banker, economist or diplomat. He was art-gallery director Sir Nicholas Serota.


Serota, seventy-one, is a sterile figure, sinuous, sober. For the past three decades this automaton ran the Tate galleries, accumulating extraordinary clout as he asserted the might of State Art, by which he meant weird conceptualism. You’d think three decades was more than enough for any one person but Serota was recently appointed to another big job, running the Arts Council. It is unusual – improper, I would say – for a single person to exert such grip over public patronage for so long. It is even less usual for that person, on departure, to bag another position commanding even larger sums of taxpayers’ money with which to debauch national taste.


Why was Serota allowed to stay at the Tate so long? Were politicians scared of him? Were they daunted by modern art? They would not be the only ones. The character of art – or Art, as it became when staged by state commissar Serota – has changed. Beauty has gone. In its place is an aggressive self-assertion, even though the ‘selves’ in question are pathetically dependent on the taxpayer.


Nicholas Serota was born to the comforts of Hampstead’s intelligentsia, his father an engineer, mother a Labour busy-boots who made it to the House of Lords under Harold Wilson (she had never dirtied her hands by being an MP). Her son, likewise, rose to prominence without mastering his métier’s raw craft. Young Nicholas was little cop at mixing flesh tones on an easel. He would struggle to draw the outline of a horse’s body or prepare the cast for a figurative bust. But he was ace at office politics and administrative strategy. If it was squaring a committee, stroking donors, putting ministers’ minds at rest, creating a cabal of intimates with whom to brutalise the bourgeois aesthetic: at these, Serota was maestro di color che sanno.


At Cambridge he read economics before switching to art history; he was never some emotion-ravaged creative, wielding chisel or paintbrush and teaming hand, finger, eye and brain. Making something authentic, expressive and soulful was not his desire. Did a tendril of inadequacy weed its way into his breast because he lacked artistic genius? Probably not. That would be too emotional a response. But at times it has been as though he was on a campaign to destroy skill and redefine art as something anyone could do, though few could comprehend and none define.


Celebrating work that people don’t understand: that is what the ‘Serota tendency’ (copyright the late Brian Sewell) does. It makes us feel small and the gallery experts can then look big when they deliver their explanations in pseudish phrases.
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