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To my brilliant mum and dad.


Without them I wouldn’t be here, but more importantly, this book would’ve been light on anecdotes.




A NOTE TO THE READER


This is a memoir which follows the formation of my political character, and in particular, looks at my voting story throughout the tumultuous and highly charged 2010s. While I was writing the book the pandemic happened and the book was sent to the printer whilst we were deep in the second (or was it the third?) lockdown. Whatever happens in this crazy and distressing period may or may not affect my voting choices in the future, but this is not a book about the pandemic. Instead it begins (and ends) with the General Election of December 2019…
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PROLOGUE



FALL OF THE RED WALL


It’s 12 December 2019, the day of the general election. I’m at Riverside TV studios in London, waiting in the wings of the television programme Channel 4’s Alternative Election Night. We are all waiting for the exit poll to give us our first big pointer for the outcome of the general election.


This feels like something of a gathering point for the so-called ‘metropolitan elite’. If Remainer Central was a stop on the District line everyone would get off here. As a working-class Conservative, I once again find myself in the wrong ‘neighbourhood’. However, I grew up in a politically diverse household so it’s nothing new. Mum and Dad loved a ‘lively’ debate. I’m comfortable around differing views but often find that, in this world, people aren’t comfortable around mine.


There is a profound sense of electoral suspense hanging over the day, a feeling Britain has grown accustomed to over the last few years. We’ve become jaded veterans of many a bruising political campaign, from the divisive Scottish independence referendum of 2014 to the surprise Tory majority in 2015, the political earthquake of Brexit in 2016 and the twist of a hung parliament a year later. It’s been an oppressive sort of London day building up to this moment. The tight anxiety the nation is feeling seems to be matched by the pressure per square inch in the sky above. Throw in the added fug of London pollution, particularly around the Hammersmith flyover, and there’s an awful lot bearing down on this day.


As a Conservative-voting comedian, I’ve appeared in this sort of context before, but never on a flagship show on election night. It feels like a big moment. And yet, on arrival at the studios, my general sense of discombobulation is exacerbated by the fact no one seems to know who I am. This isn’t uncommon. I’m not massively well known and my usual attire of jeans, polo shirt and bomber jacket makes me look like a cross between an electrician and a ticket tout. Tonight, though, the crew querying my presence triggers something in me. ‘Should you be here?’ seems like a valid question, professionally and politically. Being working class drives a non-stop stream of internal heckles in situations like this. When I arrive to appear on grown-up shows like this and Question Time, there’s always a part of me inclined to say, ‘You know what, mate, you’re absolutely right – I shouldn’t be here. I’m off to eat some Spam and do a conga.’


By the time the seventh crew member fails to understand that I am actually supposed to be on the show, I realise I am starting to get a bit testy, which doesn’t suit me.


‘I’m Geoff Norcott,’ I tell her.


‘Jez Norcroft?’


‘Geoff.’


‘J – e –’


‘No, G – e . . .’


At this point, a drunk bloke behind recognises me and tries to get a selfie. I’m not one for grand showbiz gestures but I hope the fact a perfect stranger wants my photo might make this lady reconsider. I throw her a look as if to say ‘See?’ – possibly the wankiest thing I’ve ever done. As I impatiently spell my whole name, a runner finally clocks who I am and takes me to the backstage area. I am cross but maybe I should be blaming politics for the way it’s drawn us out of our normal characters. Tonight, it feels like we’ve spent three and a half years in a state of political PMT.


This isn’t where anyone thought I’d end up. My dad was a proud union man. I remember him singing ‘You don’t get me, I’m part of the union’, and thinking it was a cute song for kids – until I realised he was trying to indoctrinate me. Mum wasn’t a Labour voter but if she was still with us there are two things she’d have been appalled to see me do: take sugar in tea or vote for the party who gave the world Margaret Thatcher.


It wasn’t so long ago that I was an English teacher tucked away in rural Bedfordshire; staring out of the window thinking there might be more to life than pretending I knew how to use a semi-colon. And it has only been a little while since I was a fixture on the weekend comedy-club circuit, plying my trade to a sea of stags and hens. It’s fair to say that I had not envisaged a role for myself in political comedy when I was getting an inflatable penis thrown at me at a Butlins gig.


This campaign has been exciting, but the last days leading up to the vote itself have made it clear some people are suffering from a form of democratic PTSD. One day, when things return to ‘normal’, there might be a recognised condition called ‘Brexit shellshock’, with homes for people who still scream out Andrew Neil’s name in the dead of night or dive behind the couch at the opening strains of Newsnight, but for now the condition remains undiagnosed and these damaged souls wander around paranoid and glassy-eyed. (If this all seems a bit dramatic, remember these are different times. It was pre-coronavirus, back when we allowed ourselves the playful delusion that leaving the EU was the most dangerous thing a country could go through.)


I enjoyed the disarray of 2016 to 2019 in the same way perverse way Churchill once admitted to feeling invigorated by war. The cut and thrust of modern politics even began to replace sport in my psyche. Earlier in this tumultuous year, I left a pub so I could get signal on my phone in order to find out the results of the midweek ‘indicative votes’ held to establish which of May’s Brexit plans had the most support. I exited with the kind of trepidation I used to reserve for checking the cricket score during an Ashes series (and just like Ashes cricket, my hope for a positive outcome was quickly dashed).


And who could forget the box-office appeal of ‘Super Saturday’ on 19 October 2019? The first time the Commons had sat on a Saturday since the Falklands! If it had been on pay-per-view I’d have forked out £14.99 to watch it (the debate that is, not the Falklands). Although, in the end, ‘Super Saturday’ turned out just like all the crap boxing matches I’ve paid good money for: a total non-event.


There was also the time I pulled over into a lay-by because I’d got too excited listening to Geoffrey Cox’s response to the eleven–nil Supreme Court judge ruling against the government. It was defiant, loud and sonorous – like nothing I’d heard in my lifetime, as though Mufasa had survived his fall and was tearing the Labour front bench a new one.


He boomed out: ‘THIS IS A DEAD PARLIAMENT . . . THE TIME IS COMING WHEN EVEN THESE TURKEYS WON’T BE ABLE TO PREVENT CHRISTMAS.’


I punched the air, and not just because this is a man who spells ‘Geoffrey’ correctly. He gave a voice to the frustration and inertia we’d all felt for so long. The combative tone probably wasn’t helpful but fuck me, it was exciting. I looked at the bloke in the car next to me – clearly he was listening to the same thing. We gave each other a little thumbs up.


Like I say, it was an odd time to live through.


It’s been an odd polling day too. Talking in the green room before the broadcast, it seemed no one was contemplating the idea of a big Tory majority, which is odd, given it’s within the margin of error. The most likely outcome tonight is a narrow Conservative majority, a squeaky political one–nil. This won’t be enough to be sure of ‘getting Brexit done’ or much else over the next five years. Despite the Tories having led throughout the campaign, there is once again a rising belief on social media that Corbyn could upset the odds and heroically lose by slightly less than he did last time. Indeed, if you go by social media, Labour are probably heading for a one-hundred seat majority. All day long, I’ve read stories of queues outside polling stations in trendy London districts. Only on Twitter could a few hipsters standing outside a primary school in Crouch End herald a new socialist dawn.


I glance around at the studio audience, main presenters and array of TV types circling in the wings next to me. Everyone seems nervous. I look down at my palms: they’re sweaty. It’s not just the result I’m anxious about. Not long after the exit poll is announced, I’m required to go and bring the funny at the comedy desk, which Alternative Election has set up as a counterpoint to the more conventional electoral analysis. This section of the show might work if the result is still in the balance but if it seems clear the Tories are going to win I could be the clown at a cancer diagnosis.


I’m due to be on with the father of the current prime minister, Stanley Johnson. I’m not sure sticking two Tories on together moments after announcing the exit poll is a good idea. Stanley has been all right in the green room but it’s late, he’s drinking red wine and in person seems a lot older than he looks on telly. I’m not sure how this is going to pan out.


The narrative around this election has been a familiar one. The Tories are either a hard-right, far-right or fascist regime. This election has come down to the same childish principles as the last few. It’s a battle between good and evil, right and wrong.


The NHS is – for the seventh time in my life – ‘moments’ from extinction. (You have to hand it to the NHS, it’s like Batman in the old Adam West sixties TV show. ‘Is the end for the caped crusader?’ Of course not. Batman never dies. Deep down we all know that but the delusion and the jeopardy that the NHS could cease to exist has become intrinsic to the soap opera of British politics.)


I, like many people, have lost friends over politics. Sometimes very shortly after making them. Shortly after the surprise Conservative majority at the 2015 election, I performed my stand-up set at the Manchester Comedy Store. Afterwards, I got chatting to a young couple in the bar and we went out on the piss together. We were getting along famously, then I casually mentioned the fact I’d voted for the Tories.


I felt the air go out of the room. The girl’s effervescent smile dipped into a look of murderous reproach. She very deliberately took her phone out of her handbag and tottered off to the ladies’ toilet on the kind of heels that must make dads and podiatrists weep. Her fella looked mortified. I got the sense he was a leftie too but that this wasn’t the first time a social event had been soured by the shock news someone had voted in line with a large swathe of the country. He furrowed his annoyingly smooth forehead. Then he got a text from his missus, shrugged apologetically, went outside to join her and they left.


This kind of tribalism doesn’t really suit Britain, it’s made us uneasy. We’ve all had social gatherings where the conversation has slowly drifted uncomfortably towards politics. You hear those coded phrases people use as political markers. From Remainers, it’s ‘People didn’t know what they were voting for.’ A right-winger might throw in a ‘Well, you can’t say anything these days.’ A leftie could equate Conservative party membership with being part of the SS. Before you know it, you’ve shifted through the social DEFCONs to mutually assured destruction, where the only thing that can pull it around is watching that clip of the American woman making tea in a microwave. Badly made tea remains one of the few things with the power to unite warring cultural and political factions in Great Britain.


In the studio, I’m now trawling my Twitter feed and it seems like a lot of celebrities who’ve spent the last few years ‘despairing’ over Corbyn have voted for him anyway. I know this because I’m seeing the word ‘Labour’ coming up time and time again on my disproportionately luvvie timeline. I later find out this was a co-ordinated attempt by the Labour campaign team. They’d been direct messaging any cool young slebs they presumed were onside and thought they could get this simple, one-word idea trending.


I only found out because they hadn’t done their research and messaged a couple of Lib Dem comedians who promptly outed their cunning plan. Some comics expressed anger that these lads had gone public but it belied yet another lazy presumption of the Left: that if you’re young, cool and a comedian you must vote for them.


In some respects, that episode underlines one of the problems the Left have faced of late. They want elections to be won on the smartphone not the doorstep. Progress on social issues online has been huge but elections haven’t gone the Left’s way for some time. It’s a convenient and appealing idea to think that you could reshape British democracy with a kick-ass meme. However, if elections were decided by likes and retweets Russell Brand would’ve been prime minister since 2015.


I look at the clock. The show only started broadcasting five minutes ahead of the exit poll, which is a short lead-in to such a big moment. Krishnan Guru-Murthy is anchoring and my friend Katherine Ryan seems impressively ice cool in the face of history.


And this will be historic, however the dice land. The stakes couldn’t be higher. An inconclusive result won’t simply yield a replay later that week, this is a whole country stuck in a holding pattern while air traffic control accuse each other of Russian interference. If we have a hung parliament or a small majority the uncertainty continues. If we have a large Tory majority Britain will definitely leave the EU. Boris has gambled and gone for the car. Will he be like those people on Bullseye who win the speedboat? Or will he be left waving gamely at the end, having been given his Boris Bus fare home?


I haven’t been sure about Boris during the campaign. He’s not my kind of politician. I can’t tell how seriously he’s taking it, whether he really wants to lead this country or if this is the final victory over his bullies at Eton. Voting Tory when you’re working class always involves a bit of nose holding. The more Latin they speak the harder you have to pinch. It’s not just the fact that Boris sometimes uses noises instead of verbs, for the first time since 2010 the tone of this campaign had me briefly doubting if I could vote Conservative. I wasn’t considering voting Labour – or Lib Dem for that matter – but there’s something about seeing your prime minister hiding in a fridge that gives cause for reflection.


Krishnan does a quick re-cap on how we got to this point, democratically speaking. Politics has often felt like it’s needed that over the last few years, an HBO-style ‘Previously on . . .’ At least with Game of Thrones they had time off between each series. The Brexit saga has been more like Eastenders: high octane drama at least four times a week with no chance to fully digest which poor bastard got mowed down last week.


I see an on-screen image of Theresa May looking peak Theresa May: tired, confused and lacking in red blood cells. I feel bad for her; if Brexit does happen a lot of her work will still be in the Withdrawal Bill. She gave it her all. She faced down the Left, the Right, the media . . . she even got trolled by a conference back-drop and her own throat. She will have – in cricketing terms – opened the batting, taken knocks and left the field for a doughty but unmemorable 27. Boris, however, is coming in after tea, the bowlers are tired and he’s been slapping the ball around for fun.


Back in the studio, I look at an audience member in the seats to my left. He raises his thick black glasses like Eric Morecambe and does a semi-comic grimace. I don’t know if it’s the tension of the moment or he knows my angle and is empathising as I’m probably going to die on my arse.


Krishnan says the exit poll is now in and we switch to the huge screen stage-left. Everything seems to stop for a moment, like that weird pause in time between dropping your phone and hearing it smash on the floor.


All I really see is a blue colour. It says: ‘Conservative majority’. I notice the words but the blue is the thing I realise I’m subconsciously seeking out. It suddenly occurs to me just how much I like the colour blue. Is that what all this boils down to? I’d like to think my politics were a rational synthesis of the world around me but maybe I’m just like someone’s nan picking her Grand National runner because she likes the name. Perhaps we all are.


Perhaps that’s the point of this book.


As I get older, I place more importance on the emotional and psychological drivers of our political views. Like everything else, the way we see the world is largely born of our early life experiences. Right-wingers weren’t hugged often enough while socialists were arguably cuddled far too much. This book will, figuratively speaking, be my attempt to work out where hugs or the lack thereof have put me on the political dial. You might read parts and think ‘That’s a bit biased.’ Indeed. The fact I am biased is a given; the real question is where it all came from.


One thing this election has done is tested the old class loyalties. The Labour party have been slowly losing touch with the working classes, which seems quite an oversight – like Wetherspoons neglecting older men who like drinking one pint while taking seven hours to read a paper. In the run-up to the election, I was on a stand-up tour and had plenty of discussions with punters in the so-called ‘Labour heartlands’. One night, I had post-gig beer with a group of people who were so hilariously diverse they might’ve been invented by a BBC panel. There was Diane and John who were from the north-east, another couple who were essentially metropolitan Remainers living up north and two lesbian women who seemed less exercised about Brexit and more interested in getting shitfaced.


If the Labour Party had wanted to do some useful field-work leading up to the election I’d have urged them to have a pint with John and Diane. Diane was the kind of working-class woman I’ve always warmed to, partly because she reminded me of my mum: blunt, smart and with a wicked tongue. You know the type – women who, when they’re on Question Time, savour holding politicians to account. They sniff the air and straighten their bra straps so their tits are facing the minister down like two cannons. Diane could hold her drink too, so within a few rounds of Jagerbombs she had us splayed out over the couches like we’d been spiked with Novichok.


Speaking to Diane, I got a sense of just how remote the modern Labour party seemed to someone living in Stockton. Some of the policies appealed to her but the ‘brand’, she said, felt like a middle-class pressure group. Diane and her husband also didn’t like the ‘victim obsession’ of the party in its current guise. Not every working-class person wants to think of themselves as living a shit life and in need of saving. Diane wasn’t planning on voting Tory, however. No, she was lining up to vote for the Brexit Party and Nigel Farage. She was excited by her democratic right. That’s one of the appeals of politics. The idea that every so often you get a chance to exercise agency. Maybe that’s why a slogan like ‘take back control’ was so popular with the working classes. The polling booth is one of the only places we have true equality.


So Diane went purple but, from what I’m now seeing on screen in the studio, many working-class people in the north must’ve gone blue. Just how many is the next thing to appear on the screen.


It shows an expected Conservative majority of 86 seats.


Even I’m in shock now. If I’m honest, outside of the Brexit paradigm, I quite like governments with small majorities – it keeps them in check. The coalition years sometimes felt like a sweet deal: the solid economic house of the Tories with a Lib Dem granny flat of compassion. Tonight, Boris has ended up with a mansion all to himself.


A comedy promoter waiting with us in the studio wings looks like she’s been bereaved. She surveys me through accusatory eyes and says, ‘Do you have kids?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, their future’s FUCKED.’


I’d like to say that I immediately responded with, ‘No, love, your future’s fucked, I’ve actually invested very wisely,’ but I just stare back trying to work out how hammered she is.


Her barb isn’t my biggest concern right now. I was already anxious about having to go on to do comedy so shortly after the exit poll but that was in anticipation of a small Tory majority and an unclear outcome on Brexit. However, it looks like it’s game, set and match to the Conservatives. And not only have the Labour voters in the audience lost spectacularly, everyone in the room now knows that at last Britain will definitely be leaving the EU.


It’s a lot to take in.


The live panel are already talking about the swing to the right from working-class voters, especially in the north. Many of us have been predicting this for a while but not even I expected such a violent lurch. Asking people in former mining towns to vote Tory isn’t like someone from the south making the same switch; they are literally going against the voices of all their ancestors. The ghosts of their forefathers would’ve been pulling their hands back to the box on the poll card into which they’d usually put their cross. For many people, voting Tory is like putting a cravat on the Angel of the North.


The floor manager readies me and Stanley. The father of the newly elected prime minister is happy. The red wine seems to have mixed with a good mood and the possibility he’ll be doing even more bizarre slots on celebrity TV shows. As I walk across the stage, the view of the audience is something I’ll never forget. There are boos for Stanley, some for me too. The show and Channel 4 subsequently got a lot of stick for supposedly not having any Tories in the audience. The truth is they did, but the Conservatives in the room were in shock like everyone else and looking over their shoulders in case it all kicked off.


Matt Forde kicks off the comedy section of the show with his excellent Boris Johnson impression. He hands over to me and I try to make a point that Boris needs to make good on his new alliance with the north. I attempt a metaphor using Game of Thrones but if I’m honest, this doesn’t feel like the right time for comic analogies. As the short section progresses, it becomes increasingly painful, like trying to ride a unicycle at a wake. It’s not just that people aren’t laughing, they aren’t even listening. They’re still staring at that giant screen with bug-eyed astonishment, like a collective comedy pause in a Pixar film. The director wraps up our section pretty sharpish.


Back in the green room, I’m in a mixed state of mind. I’m pleased about the election result but disappointed at how my bit with Stanley went. You never want to play to virtual silence but I’m philosophical enough to know that, in comedic terms, it was like tickling an injured bear. I find lots of people from the comedy industry milling about. I try to be magnanimous. It was one of the first things my mum ever taught me: ‘Be magnanimous in victory and magnificent in defeat.’ Well, I’ve already won and lost tonight, so it’ll be a balancing act. Despite my views on magnanimity, I wouldn’t mind at least one person to have a silent fist bump with but it seems I’m totally alone. No one is in the mood for drinking.


I decide to stay in the green room when I’m not needed on set. By the time I’m back on stage at about 3am, the show is now has moved to more straightforward political discourse and this time I’m glad to be able to make my point about the idiocy of ignoring your working-class voter base. The studio audience has slimmed down to a hardcore of about 100, mostly lefties. It’s like they’re holding on, postponing the moment they have to step out into the reality of five more years of Tory rule and the final inevitability of Brexit.


For me, the night has been yet another experience of feeling politically isolated. Given my solid working-class background and performing arts job, it’s obvious to everyone I meet that I should be Labour through and through. I’m a comedian who grew up on a council estate with two disabled parents, and my dad was a trade union man. But that’s not how I voted. I grew up to vote Tory.


Here I am, leaving the studio alone, having got into bed with the so-called ‘baddies’.


How did it get to this?
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I SHOULD NEVER HAVE BEEN WORKING CLASS


In truth, I should probably have been a Conservative all along – certainly if my family’s trajectory is anything to go by. The Norcotts had been on a gentle, upward curve for many years by the time I was born in December 1976. Mum and Dad are no longer with us but anyone who’s lost both parents by the age of 40 will know that losing the second one brings with it a certain clarity as to who they were. I can see now that, for the most part, in terms of social mobility, they were doing no more than pushing a car up a hill.


My dad’s plaque is in St Mary’s Church, Wimbledon. If you go there you’ll be able to find it because he had the exact same name as me. I don’t mind the name but ‘Geoff Norcott’ isn’t such a belter that you’d give it another outing. My mum’s labour with me wasn’t especially long, so I can’t even put it down to fatigue. As a Christian name, ‘Geoffrey’ is a bit strange. The shortened version, ‘Geoff’, sounds like a Scouse plumber, while the longer version, ‘Geoffrey’, sounds like a guy who owns a Jaguar dealership. Maybe that duality explains a lot; even my name is sitting on an awkward precipice between two social classes.


St Mary’s is a posh church, adjacent to the finery of the All England Lawn Tennis Club. You’ve probably seen it during the sweeping shots the BBC does of the grounds during its coverage of the tennis. It’s a fancy place to worship. The surrounding bucolic aesthetic reflects most people’s idea of Wimbledon. There’s no shrapnel rattling around in their collection tins, it’s all notes, thank you very much.


In my experience, people tend to think anyone living in Wimbledon has got a few quid. If you go up north and say you come from Wimbledon, people often repeat the word back to you in a mocking posh accent, ‘Wimbledon’. Living on a council estate in the same town as the world’s premier tennis tournament doesn’t get you much in the way of working-class credibility. No one thinks it could’ve been a bad experience either – it’s like announcing you have cancer of the toe. However, anyone who knows the area – particularly in the late seventies and early eighties – will know it as a schizophrenic sort of place. Yes, you have some of the world’s most expensive real estate in the village but, down the hill – in a pretty blunt metaphor for wealth and class – the town wasn’t so different from anywhere else in south London. I always thought of the hill leading up to Wimbledon village as an apt metaphor for the location itself. Elevated and with great sight-lines, it gave folk with money time to roll out barrels of hot tar if the great unwashed ever got a bit restless.


The area around South Wimbledon tube station is still dodgy to this day. Local estate agents call it ‘Southern Wimbledon’. The more they dick around with semantics the more you know to exit the tube station at a brisk pace. The parade of shops leading down from the tube station to the next stop on the Northern line, Colliers Wood, is a bizarre assortment of those specialist shops you pass and wonder if they make any money. Lamp shops, Hooverrepair shops, places selling nothing but sinks. Maybe there’s a contractual deal that comes with being on the Northern line. Those decrepit grey tube stations and the line’s jet-black coding dictate that even the surrounding businesses have to imply perennial decay.


To sum up the area’s bipolar relationship with wealth, when I was growing up, Wimbledon had both a Grand Slam tennis tournament and a greyhound racing track within a mile of each other. You could pay a tenner for strawberries or have a whole night out, including carvery, for the same price.


It was strange living in an area that became a focal point of the world for two weeks out of every year, on account of a tournament which brought conspicuous wealth to the town, like a sporting version of Davos. Tourists would sometimes take a wrong turn on to our council estate and ask directions to the tennis. One day, a couple who I considered very old (so probably in their fifties) wandered aimlessly towards us kids playing in the street. They were American.


‘Excuse me, is this the way to the tennis?’


We all clocked how loud the bloke was speaking. We also looked around and behind us, as if to say, ‘Does it look like the way to the fucking tennis?’


I’d never understood how health could be ‘rude’ but this guy’s was. His suntan was offensive. I’d never seen teeth so straight. His wife was unlike any woman I’d ever seen either. Her hair looked like it had been built off site and lowered onto her head by a crane. I was intrigued by him though; an American accent will always seem exotic to me.


There was a long period when it was distinctly uncool to be into American culture but I never stopped loving the sound of that accent. It was the voice of The Goonies, Han Solo and Elliott’s mum in ET. It was exotic. Now we have curve TVs and streaming platforms, it’s hard to explain what it felt like to consume American culture on the big screen during that time. The family films of the eighties were waking dreams.


My sister and I visited North America in 1990, though sadly the closest we could get to the promised land was Canada. Mum wisely invested her divorce settlement in buying me a video camera and paying for us to both go on a holiday. They were trusted family friends, so we travelled alone. The money came from my dad’s redundancy. He was obliged to pay Mum a percentage, which she promptly spunked up the wall like Brewster’s Millions. She’d have been the first to admit she didn’t like having money – the only person I’ve met who took the words ‘disposable income’ literally. So, despite having a school uniform full of holes and budget versions of everything from Coke to mince, I also had a video camera and tickets booked to Canada.


It wasn’t the most conscientious use of the windfall Dad received. He must’ve been pulling his hair out. Having lost his job heading into a recession, he then found his son opening the door of his ex-wife’s council flat filming him with a £600 bit of high-tech kit. These days, I could tell him I was creating content for a monetised YouTube channel. Back then, I was just carrying a bit of his redundancy around on my shoulder and talking with an inexplicable American accent.


In Canada we stayed with family friends to keep the cost down.


‘What do you want to do?’ asked my adopted uncle, Mike.


‘We want to go to a shopping mall,’ said my sister.


I concurred.


Seeing Niagra Falls would’ve been impressive but we lived in south London and so returning with a banging pair of LA Gear trainers was the mark of a man truly well travelled. Walking around that mall felt like shopping in the future. In my mind, I was Marty McFly, except I’d only travelled forward in time a couple of years and instead of saving my parents I just wanted some cheap Nike Airs.


Eventually, Wimbledon got its own shopping mall. I was doing work experience at the time for the Wimbledon News. At the grand opening of ‘Centre Court’ (unimaginative names are a feature of the area), a brand new piece of modern art was unveiled. The reporter I was with was under instructions to gauge the public reaction to the new installation. However, he had to come up with his own description because practically everyone he spoke to concluded the pair of female figures looked like ‘two fat lesbians’, which sounded less a work of art and more like a fictional pub in Viz.


This was a less politically correct age and in Wimbledon ‘meet you at the two fat lesbians’ became a common plan for a rendezvous. I can’t speak for everyone in the area but in the current climate, I’ve revised my language to: ‘Meet you at the two strong women of no obvious sexual orientation.’


So, back on the council estate, with his American accent, this Yank had my attention. He had the earnestness Americans have and Brits generally don’t. He already thought I was his ‘buddy’. I’ve never fully bought into the British cynicism about Americans. I quite like their upbeat disposition and open celebration of success. Maybe it is a bit fake but it’s also fake to pretend to be miserable when you’re happy – or that you’re not trying to earn a few quid. The British relationship with money is fundamentally dishonest. We’re all out to get it but act like it’s this accidental consequence of the way we’ve organised our lives. It’s never more acute than in the comedy industry. There’s nothing quite like watching a left-wing comic bank yet another million quid for their most recent deconstruction of capitalism.


I don’t even buy that Americans don’t get irony. If you’ve seen the best American comedies of the seventies you’ll know how ironic it is to think that. I think they get irony, they just don’t like sarcasm. I understand why, but sarcasm is under-rated. Encapsulating a terrible experience under the mocking pretence of hope is about the most British thing you can do. There’s no doubt that sarcasm has helped me through my darkest times. It’s an ember of humour glowing in the blackness. It’s congratulating Alanis Morissette on her understanding of irony.


I regret what I did next with the American.


He asked how to get to ‘centre court’ so I told him, but my directions were to the two fat lesbians.


Technically I was being honest. Morally I was not.


‘I hope you’re not leading me on a merry dance,’ the guy said, sensing the mood.


‘Course not,’ I replied, avoiding his gaze like he was CIA.


Well, at least he got to experience some of the real Wimbledon. Not many tennis tourists get the opportunity to take a photo in front of two strong women of no obvious sexual orientation.


So to live in Wimbledon was to straddle a class divide straight from the get-go. Dad would drink in the low-rent boozers down in South Wimbledon but, as he got into late middle age, also played a full part in refined church life up the hill. A congregation member once said of him: ‘Geoff Norcott is truly a man of both sides of the tracks.’


Dad liked this idea, so when he died in 2015 the family thought those words should go on his commemorative plaque. I was in the church grounds on Father’s Day recently and, reading it again, saw how open that phrase is to misinterpretation. In isolation – and without any accompanying notes on the class connotation – ‘both sides of the tracks’ seems to suggest the family wanted the world to posthumously know my father was bisexual. It made me laugh, such an odd thing to declare. Graveyards are depressing places, so maybe we could all do with revealing some sexual preferences to add a bit of levity.


‘George Treverau. Died 1886. Liked it rough.’


With two disabled parents, my family always took solace in that kind of mordant wit. For Mum’s cremation in 2009, we were deliberating over what song to play as the casket went between the curtains. My stepdad, Roe, suggested the song ‘Feeling Hot Hot Hot’ by The Merrymen. There was a brief pause before we all pissed ourselves laughing. She did love the song and would play it to get herself in the holiday mood on her bi-annual trips to Bognor Regis. I respected but never understood Mum’s attachment to Bognor. I’m all for defending the great British seaside but Bognor didn’t have much to do and the sea looked like bum gravy. However, Mum approached holidays there in the same way middle-class people would savour a week in Provence.


So it seemed right to send her on her next journey with the song that always accompanied her favourite one on earth. However, the connection between the lyrics and the act of cremation were hard to ignore. We asked ourselves, ‘Would Mum appreciate the joke?’ and the answer was an easy yes. However, we might have done well to also consider whether our fellow mourners would see the funny side. As her coffin made its final journey towards cremation it’s fair to say that, once they’d clocked the significance of the lyrics, most did not.


Mum had also stipulated she wanted everyone in bright colours for the service, which was a nice touch. She requested that the pall bearers, rather than the usual stuffy formal wear, turned out in simple blue jeans and white t-shirts. It just so happened that the pall bearers on the day all had shaved heads. As my mate Mick observed, ‘It looks like they’re burying a member of Right Said Fred.’


*


Something holds this family back once we get a glimpse of the promised land of being solidly middle class. It’s the social mobility equivalent of a diver getting the bends. We come up too fast, our noses start bleeding, then we choke on a piece of sushi. It’s a shame, because over the generations a lot of work went into hauling us up another rung. My great-grandfather Frank Norcott (where my middle name comes from – we love continuity in this family) was a notoriously hard-working bus conductor in south London. My grandparents Reg and Peggy (is it just nostalgia or did that generation simply have better names?) also had a solid work ethic.


I didn’t know Grandad as well as I’d have liked. He was one of the many gentlemen horrified to find themselves holding a rifle when the Second World War began. He served in North Africa and then knuckled down to hard graft upon his return. My nan, unlike many women of her generation, also worked, the net effect being that they were rare in their social circle in owning their own property. The property was in the arse end of Mitcham and worth less than a garage in Wimbledon but it was theirs.


That homeowner status got to my nan, who put on airs and graces and reminded me of a cross between the Queen and Maggie Thatcher. There was something very proper about her – even her roast dinners were modest but immaculate. Always served at one o’ clock on the dot, the beef was good quality, but you didn’t get much of it, and the veg was lined up with military precision. She also nailed the Yorkshire puddings every single time (as much as feminism has advanced in my lifetime there has remained a unique envy among the women I know at anyone who can serve up a perfect non-soggy Yorkshire).


Mum and Nan had one of those simmering understandings which sometimes exists between alpha females. Mum referred to her as ‘the old battleaxe’ and Nan eyed Mum the same way I imagine the Queen first surveyed Diana. I’d say that domestically, 90 per cent of this kind of family conflict I’ve known comes from the women. A big shout, I know. I’m not excusing men, they start wars and crash economies, but the emotional territorial land-grabs by women in our family have the same legacy as the great global conflicts. Even the names of Norcott skirmishes sound like historical events. ‘Christmas Boycott ’97’, ‘Eastergate’ and ‘The Battle of Brewers Fayre’.


These days, our Christmases are organised with the kind of forward planning usually reserved for the Olympics. The jockeying for hosting got so intense we had to bring in the ‘May Moratorium’ whereby no one was allowed to speak about Christmas until after the May Day bank holiday. There are World Cup bids conducted with more transparency than how we decide the location of a family gathering.


When my parents got divorced, Nan, the supreme traditional matriarch, cut down contact with me and my sister. You always got the sense Grandad wasn’t fully onboard with the diplomatic hostilities but had grown used to following orders. Like many men of that era, he was expert at seeing which side his bread was buttered and went along with it for a quiet life. He was a good-looking man, my grandad, over six feet tall – a galling reminder that the height gene passed from my dad to my sister (I’m five-ten but people helpfully inform me I look a lot shorter). My grandad looked like a better-looking version of Charles Hawtrey, the friendly looking bespectacled bloke from the Carry On films.


Like many men who’d been through it, Grandad didn’t like to talk much about the war, but I remember one story in particular about his time stationed in North Africa, which underlined the gentle, enquiring spirit he possessed.


‘I’d been in Africa a while and my regimental sergeant major called me in for a chat. He asked how I was getting on with the natives. I’d been sharing a tent with two African chaps and told him we got on well enough. There was one thing though.


‘My sergeant major said, “Yes Norcott, spit it out.”


‘“Well, they’d don’t half stink.”’


As a teenager hearing this story, I was already cringing at what other dodgy stuff Grandad was going to say. He continued: ‘The regimental sergeant major laughed and sat back in his chair, “Well, I’m afraid you’re too late, Norcott. They made the exact same complaint about you and have asked to move tents.”


‘Turns out white people have their own smell and my new colleagues reckoned it was something like off milk.’


This anecdote might still make the modern liberal wince a bit but I’d argue that a working-class man from that era acknowledging any kind of bias represented some sort of progress. Imagining he didn’t have his own smell is akin to people from the south-east imagining their voice represents ‘English’ and anything else is an ‘accent’. It also underlines a theme of the twentieth century: whatever principles led racial integration, it was working-class people who were more often than not on the frontline. He was learning how to work, live and get on with people from very different backgrounds. I’m glad my grandad was able to laugh at his own parochialism and return from Africa with attitudes to race a good deal more enlightened than those held by many in Britain at that time.


War left him wise but anxious, and in constant need of a drink.


Much has been said of the impact of the two world wars on British men and their sons. It definitely had an effect on my old man’s dealings with me, as a result of the relationship he’d had with his veteran father, but, as he once said to me when watching yet another Second World War documentary, ‘Hitler fucked up my dad. However, now I’m retired, I do appreciate the documentaries.’


*


Mum and Dad continued the family’s gentle creep forwards in social standing, but in the mid-eighties, as Dad was reaching for the higher echelons of his trade union and drinking more, the whole thing came crashing down with the Norcott family’s first ever divorce. In truth, the breakdown of my parents’ marriage wasn’t strictly due to immediate circumstances but psychological booby traps laid long ago.


At the start of their relationship, everything had been moving in the right direction. Dad had sought to acquit himself in the tech boom of the early seventies and achieved good success as a draftsman in aircraft engineering. His Labour loyalties initially came from an association with Harold Wilson’s aspirational brand of tech-savvy socialism. Dad was forever in awe of big infrastructure. He loved transport too. Not especially a fan of visiting actual places, he’d often do the journey for its own sake.


He once rang me from France: ‘Hi son, I’m in Lille.’


‘OK. How?’


‘I took the Eurostar.’


‘How did you find it?’


‘Very slick.’


‘What are you going to do in Lille, Dad?’


‘Nothing, I’m heading over to the other platform to wait for the train back to London.’


He’d gone to France just to see what the train was like. As far as I know, it was the only time he ever visited the country. His lifetime experience of French cuisine was limited to a croissant from a platform vending machine.


He repeated this trick with the bullet train to Stratford during the London 2012 Olympics. A Londoner his whole life, with the Olympics more or less in his back yard, still he didn’t give a shit about archery, the velodrome or even just visiting the Olympic Park. What he wanted to do was to see if he really could get from central London to Stratford in eight minutes. If he’d gone with Darwin to the Galapagos islands it would’ve only been to see how the Beagle coped with the return trip.
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