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For Mum and Dad, and all before.




I’m trying to take a stance and rise above my contradictions But I’m just a bunch of words in pants and most of those are fiction.


Mike Scott, ‘Long Strange Golden Road’




INTRODUCTION


A Milton Keynes solstice


I love walking down the middle of a road when there’s no traffic and the street is deserted. The regular rules have been suspended and things are not in their normal place, which always feels pleasantly transgressive. It usually requires a road closure, street party or treacherous weather, but it is sometimes possible in the early hours of the morning when the traffic has dwindled away to nothing and the night is still and calm and quiet. In the words of the seventeenth-century ballad, the world is turned upside down. At times like these walking in the middle of the road feels liberating, as if anything might happen.


It is a little after 4 a.m. on Sunday, 21 June 2015, just before dawn on the longest day. I am walking down Midsummer Boulevard in the heart of Milton Keynes in Buckinghamshire. It is deathly quiet. I cannot see a single person or moving car. These are perfect conditions for a walk along the centre of the road, yet I’m finding the experience a little disconcerting. It’s not the street itself that is at fault. There is something about the town.


Milton Keynes looks like a Canadian airport which has started a new life in the Buckinghamshire countryside. It is a land of squat boxy office buildings and endless roundabouts. It feels more concerned with the needs of cars than of people, not least because of the signs that declare ‘Pedestrians do not have priority’ in black text on a yellow background. Another common sign, found on walls near pedestrian underpasses, seems to unintentionally reveal a little too much about the town’s reputation. It states simply, ‘This is not a toilet’.
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Pedestrians do not have priority




Poor Milton Keynes. Its notoriety is not entirely fair. For all that it is the butt of countless jokes about concrete and roundabouts, the people who live here seem to like it. It performs well in reports on quality of life and economic activity. Outsiders criticise the large amount of retail outlets and car parks, yet these are things we would value and use if we had more of them where we lived. I suspect it is not what Milton Keynes has that is the real cause of its notoriety, but what it lacks. It is a town without a past.


Milton Keynes is a new town. It was founded in January 1967, back when Harold Wilson was Prime Minister, Patrick Troughton was Doctor Who and The Beatles were recording Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band. The post-war population boom necessitated a huge increase in home building, and the simplest way to achieve this was to construct about a dozen new towns from scratch. Milton Keynes was the largest of these, intended to provide homes for a quarter of a million people. In the years that followed, our housing shortage became a problem for the private sector to tackle, rather than grand centrally planned government schemes. This hasn’t worked well, and in 2017 the government announced plans to build 14 brand-new ‘garden villages’. These will be much smaller than the new towns of the 1960s, and Milton Keynes’s unhappy reputation is part of the reason for this. The town is perceived as unattractive and not an experiment to repeat on the same scale.


Midsummer Boulevard is at the heart of the city, nearly a couple of kilometres long and unnaturally straight. The original design assumed pedestrians would get about by means of a monorail, although this was never built. A central strip, planted with a row of trees, separates the westbound and eastbound lanes. The trees are a sycamore hybrid called London Planes. They are beloved by town planners due to their ability to thrive in polluted air with compacted roots, and for being the sort of high-branched tree that is almost impossible for children to climb.


A half-dozen crows launch themselves from the branches of a London Plane as I approach. They break the silence with their cries. This feels worryingly like an episode of The Walking Dead.


It’s not the zombie-movie atmosphere that robs the simple act of walking down the middle of the road of its pleasure. I have not yet acclimatised to my surroundings. Milton Keynes is only four years older than I am, so there is nothing here that feels like history. In a country as old as Britain, being entirely surrounded by the modern world takes getting used to.


Our surroundings give us context. In modern business districts, such as Canary Wharf or central Milton Keynes, the present is all that matters and the near future is all that is thought about. In a medieval city such as Oxford or Cambridge, the backdrop is different and that alters how we see ourselves. There is more to life, in places like that, than the immediate future. If we go to a place that is thousands of years old, such as the Giza pyramids or Stonehenge, then the shift in our sense of ourselves is even more pronounced. As individuals we become insignificant, but at the same time the story we are part of becomes much greater.


This is why, at the same time as I am walking along this deserted Buckinghamshire road, 23,000 people are gathered at Stonehenge a hundred miles to the south-west. They are waiting to greet the sunrise of the longest day. This massive crowd is remarkable because, beyond those old stones in that Wiltshire landscape, there is nothing else there. It is not like a festival, with bands and tents and exciting things around every corner. It is simply thousands of people standing in a field overnight, waiting for the sun. The only attraction is the age of the stones the crowd congregates around, which puts their lives in the context of 5,000 years of history. Seeing yourself in those terms affects you.


Five thousand years is a long time. Kingdoms, languages and empires have come and gone, stories have flourished and been forgotten, gods have been worshipped and discarded. And yet, throughout that time, people have always returned to those stones to watch the sunrise on the longest day. The size of the crowds may be a modern phenomenon but what evidence we have suggests that visitors have always gone to those stones at midsummer. If you were looking for some defining behaviour of the inhabitants of these islands across that great stretch of history, then this would be a strong contender.


Milton Keynes was also designed as a temple to the sun, exactly like Stonehenge. For all the town’s reputation as a dull, lifeless place, it has a far stranger heart than is usually recognised. Its major streets were laid out in a sensible grid pattern, with horizontal roads labelled H1 to H9 and vertical roads named V1 to V11. But these roads do not run directly north–south and east–west, as you might expect. They have been deliberately tilted at an angle. Amazingly, this was done so that the rising sun on midsummer’s morning shines directly down the length of Midsummer Boulevard, just as the rising sun in Wiltshire shines over the Heel Stone directly into the heart of Stonehenge.


The Chief Architect and planner of Milton Keynes was a man named Derek Walker. He was not immune to the strange currents of the 1960s and ’70s counterculture as he designed the town. His obituary in the Guardian quotes him as describing those times as ‘very kinky’. Late-night planning meetings were soundtracked by Pink Floyd albums, and John Michell’s 1969 book about ley lines, stone circles and archaeoastronomy, The View over Atlantis, was a big influence. Many street names in Milton Keynes linked Walker’s new town to the ancient past described in Michell’s book; Midsummer Boulevard, for example, runs between Silbury Boulevard and Avebury Boulevard, and Silbury and Avebury are prominent Neolithic sites of great importance to Michell.


At this hour and on this morning over forty years earlier, Derek Walker and his team were on this very spot, waiting to check the position of the midsummer sunrise. Whereas I am surrounded by concrete and glass, they were in the middle of a muddy field staking out the route of the central boulevard with ropes and posts. From this, the rest of Milton Keynes followed.


Walker discovered that the intended route ran past a mature oak tree, which was then around a hundred years old. He altered his designs to include this tree. His modern town would have an old English oak at its heart, and be positioned to face the rising sun on the eastern horizon on the longest day. That sunrise would shine directly along Midsummer Boulevard like torchlight down a pipe. It would reflect off the glass-fronted train station at the western end of the road, illuminating the link between Milton Keynes and the rest of the country. Derek Walker was working on the principle that our modern future and our deep past need not be separated, like two sides of a coin, but could work together.


In his epic novel Jerusalem, Alan Moore, the author of such groundbreaking graphic novels as Watchmen, V for Vendetta, Lost Girls and Promethea, describes the physical shape of a tree as a solidified record of time. A tree’s past is not lost with passing years but remains visibly present in its shape. It expands as shoots bud and branches grow, but it always physically contains the younger tree it used to be. The unique fractal shape of the Milton Keynes oak, when seen in this light, becomes a map of its history and a physical summation of its past. Perhaps Walker was on to something when he chose it as a symbol for the heart of a town.


I was talking to Alan Moore about this recently and he happened to mention that he had personally built Milton Keynes.


‘Yes, I built Milton Keynes. Not single-handedly. No, I had some help,’ he admitted. ‘But yes, I was one of the mythical builders of that town. I was working for the contractor who had the contract to lay the gas mains. This was about 1975, I think. I was in the office ordering equipment and dealing with time sheets and invoices and so on. The planners were young, and heavily into John Michell’s books. They didn’t really seem to know what they were doing.


‘I remember once I was in the office and one of the planners came in. A couple of the labourers accosted him, an Irish guy and a Polish guy. These were the guys who were out in the mud digging trenches. They asked him to explain the blueprints, because as far as they could tell they showed that all the fire hydrants should be connected to the gas mains. The planner told them not to be daft. He spread out the blue prints, and stared at them, and went white. At which point he grabbed the blueprints and ran out of the office.


‘So they changed the plans, which was sensible. If there had been a fire, then having the fire hydrants connected to the gas mains wouldn’t have helped.’


I asked him if the solstice alignment was public knowledge back then, and he said it was fairly well known. ‘You’d get a bunch of pagans turning up, and a mob of born-again Christians turning up to heckle them, and the police turning up to keep them apart. But all that faded away pretty quickly.’


The shopping centre Walker designed around the oak tree was opened in 1979 by the new Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. She praised ‘the imagination of the private sector’ in her speech and no one corrected her, for the centrally planned nature of Milton Keynes was already falling from memory. New towns had already lost their utopian, collectivist façade and were starting to be seen as soulless and bleak; for example, in songs like ‘Newtown’ by The Slits (1979). The 1980s were around the corner, and a town with no visible past could only be understood as a product of the present. Paul Weller wrote the unhappy song ‘Welcome to Milton Keynes’ in 1985, in which he sang about slashing his wrists on this ‘fine Conservative night’. Milton Keynes had become something inherently Thatcherite, a place that was industrious, corporate and heartless. The town’s name was taken from an old village, but some suggested it also honoured the economists Milton Friedman and John Maynard Keynes. Ancient English oaks and solstice celebrations did not really fit into that story.


In the year 2000, the shopping centre expanded. It crossed over Midsummer Boulevard and blocked the solstice alignment. A covered food court now stands where the road was, offering you the choice of Pret A Manger, Burger King, Starbucks, Baskin Robbins or Ed’s Easy Diner. Friendly signs by the exits read ‘Come back again soon – it’s just not the same without you’. The oak tree was entirely surrounded by the shopping centre. Concrete cow sculptures were placed around its trunk.
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Milton Keynes oak




The tree did not do well in its new surroundings. As the 2000s rolled on it became increasingly clear that the oak was far from healthy. Attempts to reinvigorate the tree, by cutting it back and feeding it nutrients, came to nothing. In March 2015 it was pronounced dead. It remains in place with its branches cut away, leaving little more than the trunk. When the shopping centre was extended, drainage pipes were removed by mistake and the oak technically drowned.


After its death, a new concrete cow was added to the sculptures that surround the trunk. This cow has been painted in bright colours by local schoolchildren, who also drew the Harry Potter ‘Deathly Hallows’ logo on its chest. The symbol is a representation of the three gifts of death. This was presumably not an intentional statement, yet it was horribly apt. Derek Walker died a couple of months after the tree. He remained proud of Milton Keynes even though, as his obituary notes, he was ‘often in disagreement with more recent development plans’.


It is nearly 4.42 a.m., the time of sunrise, but there is not a single person here to witness it. I keep heading east, along a path that extends beyond Midsummer Boulevard and into parkland. Ahead, I see a silver pyramid at the point where the sun is due to rise. This turns out to be a six-metre-high sculpture called Light Pyramid. It was built in 2012 to replace a beacon destroyed by lightning not long after the shopping centre was extended. The sculpture lights up at night, and the position of this light at the exact point where the sun rises on the solstice seems like a heavy-handed reminder to the people of Milton Keynes to pay attention to this spot. But if this was the intention, it has not been a success. Of the 230,000 people currently living in the town, only thirteen have gathered at the pyramid to watch the solstice sunrise.


As I walk up to the sculpture, the path becomes an artificial hill which gives unimpeded views to the far horizon across Buckinghamshire and Bedfordshire. It is a dramatic sight, but it is clear that I am not going to get the sunrise I hoped for. A band of stubbornly static low cloud sits over the eastern horizon and does not look like it will be moving anytime soon. The sky is starting to lighten, but the sun is not going to show itself.
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Milton Keynes Pyramid




Of the thirteen people who have come to witness the dawn, eight are a group of students, one of whom is strumming an acoustic guitar. They are eating bagels and talking about ketamine, and they do not seem enthused by the experience. Following a period of silence one of them announces, ‘We could be playing Xbox.’ But the other five observers seem to find the experience more valuable. They watch the horizon silently and I join them, for even with the sun obscured by cloud it is still a very beautiful dawn. Shades of lilac edge the clouds above, framing occasional patches of blue. The fields, woodland and villages ahead are slowly revealed in the growing light, forming out of the grey into differing shades of green. The seven white turbines of a wind farm stand in a row to the north. Their blades turn out of sync with each other, like infant schoolchildren trying to perform a dance in a school play. I don’t think I will ever understand how anyone can describe a wind farm as an eyesore. Daylight spreads and the longest day begins.


One by one, the gathered witnesses drift off to start their morning. I walk back along Midsummer Boulevard, disappointed to have failed to see Milton Keynes perform its role as a modern sun temple. But the experience has confirmed something for me: Derek Walker was right to attempt to use the ancient and the modern simultaneously. The contemporary world, by itself, is not enough.


At the shopping centre I look back over my shoulder, hoping to find that the clouds have lifted and the sun is able to shine along Midsummer Boulevard. But the clouds are stubborn. The first rays of dawn do not trouble the food court or warm the buildings that hide the dead oak. Perhaps the small band who gather next year will have better luck.


As I walk back along Midsummer Boulevard, I walk towards the road that brought me to this town. According to the town’s grid system, it is called V4. But the street signs themselves include its older, more familiar name. They read ‘Watling Street V4’. It is the reason why the Milton Keynes road grid does not run directly north–south or east–west. Watling Street was here first. The town was laid out to fit around it and this, by happy coincidence, meant that the town could be aligned with the solstice.


The route of Watling Street is far older than recorded history. It was formed by prehistoric feet walking across an untouched landscape, back when this island was owned by everyone and no one. And yet, as the alignment of modern Milton Keynes shows, that route still affects the world around us in surprising ways. It may be ancient history, but it is far from dead.


It is not just our immediate surroundings, be they Milton Keynes, Oxford or Stonehenge, that give context to our lives. The country as a whole frames us also. Its influence is more complicated, and considerably messier, than that of a single town. There are times when the story it tells isn’t up to the job of providing a unifying context for all the people of this island, and the result is a population estranged and divided. This is one of those times, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.


For this reason we’re about to undertake a journey, from Dover up through London and the Midlands to North Wales, along this ancient road called Watling Street. I realise that embarking on this journey might be something of a leap of faith. Not many people have given Watling Street much thought over the years. Even those who know where the road is, or where it goes, are unlikely to have had any desire to journey along its full length. Many hundreds of thousands of people travel along Watling Street every day but few realise the extent to which the grey tarmac underneath their feet has been shaping our history, culture and personal identities for thousands of years. The most enchanting and significant road in the country doesn’t advertise its importance. It’s a very British road like that.


Long ago, a path was created through endless forest. Gradually that path became a trackway, and the trackway became a road. It connected the White Cliffs of Dover to the druid groves of the Welsh island of Anglesey, across land that was first called Albion, then Britain, Mercia, and eventually England. Armies from Rome arrived and straightened 444 kilometres of that meandering track. They called the route Iter II and Iter III. In the Dark Ages it gained the name Watling Street, after the name of a local warlord whose territory it passed through. In the twelfth century it was one of the four royal highways, roads so important to the realm that travellers along them were under the protection of the king. More recently, this ancient track has been given names like the A2, the A5 and the M6 Toll. Watling Street is a palimpsest. It is always being rewritten.


It is a road of witches and ghosts, of queens and highwaymen, of history and of fiction. Dickens and Lord Byron wrote about it. The road which the pilgrims of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales travelled along is the same road alongside which the Star Wars movies were filmed; there is no road anywhere in the world that has produced so many stories.


Along this route Boudica met her end, the Battle of Bosworth changed royal history, Bletchley Park codebreakers cracked Nazi transmissions and Capability Brown started the English landscape tradition. Watling Street was the boundary between Saxon England and the Viking-ruled Danelaw. It marked the path of the Great Fire of London and it boasts both the oldest pub in Britain and the first Indian restaurant. The body of Queen Eleanor travelled southwards down this road, her final journey marked by crosses built at each place her body stopped, while the body of Diana Princess of Wales travelled the route northwards. The road connected St Paul’s Cathedral, the location of Diana’s marriage, with the Althorp estate, where she was buried.


A location with a story to tell, such as a castle or a battlefield, will typically be roped off by the National Trust or a similar organisation. They will add a tea shop and charge a tenner to enter, and that money will be used to preserve the place as it was at a specific moment in history. This can be a wonderful way of teaching us about our shared past, but when a place is preserved like this, unchanging and eternal, it is to all intents and purposes dead. If history is understood as the roots that nourish us, then we are in effect saying that those roots are dead too.


It’s not possible for the National Trust to put a fence around Watling Street. It’s not possible to freeze it in time. It is constantly changing yet always the same – a simple trackway offering passage over a particular piece of landscape. It is past and present combined in a way that Derek Walker, I think, would have appreciated.


We have a choice of histories in these islands. Those that are focused on royal houses or social movements are inherently political. Accounts that begin with military victories, such as the Roman or Norman Conquest, follow a victor’s script. Watling Street is more neutral, because a road does not care what those who travel along it are planning. As a result, the history of this particular road tells a story quite unlike the histories we are used to.


By travelling from South-East England to North Wales we will miss the West Country and the North-East, and of course Scotland. This may seem a poor way to look at the history of this island, but think of this more like a surgical incision than an exercise in open-cast mining. By retracing this fine line across the landscape, we are acting like a surgeon tracing a scalpel across the skin in order to gain access to what lies beneath. The surgeon wields her scalpel in a well-chosen line at times of illness or disease, because sometimes you have to go inside the body to fix the problem. Our sense of national identity is fearful and troubled in these days of uncertainty, austerity and blame, and we are going to have to go in deep if we want to cure this division. At least a neat line will leave less of a scar.


We are seeking a better sense of national identity. Not one that is imposed on us by the state, monarchy or military, but one which bubbles naturally out of the land – an identity that is welcoming, not insular; magical rather than boorish; creative rather than triumphant. It is out there, waiting for us, and if we head out of the front door and follow the road, we will find it. It is an identity fit for those would live nowhere else in the world, but who wince at jingoism and flag-waving. It should not make anyone proud to be British; it should make them delighted to be British.


Watling Street is simultaneously mundane and extraordinary. It facilitates movement, which generates stories, which create history. We are about to travel from one end to the other, stopping off at significant points along the route. Our one rule is that we will never stray more than five miles from the road. This divided island has lost a workable sense of identity but, because so much of the British story is connected to this one single road, perhaps retracing all those uncountable journeys along Watling Street will help us understand that division. So we are not travelling as tourists, but we venture out with purpose. When you lose something, you retrace your steps until you find it again.
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1.


THE WHITE CLIFFS OF DOVER


How much history is too much history?


‘Lia,’ I ask, ‘do you ever worry that there’s too much history?’


Lia is my daughter. It is 18 October 2015 and we are twenty-three metres below ground in a Second World War tunnel system carved deep within the White Cliffs of Dover. The only light comes from the torches mounted on the front of our white hard hats. I am looking up at hundreds of thousands of tonnes of pure white chalk a few inches above my head. It appears dazzlingly white in the weak torch light.


Lia gives me the look that teenagers give their parents. She is fifteen and has been obsessed with history since she was about six. History means more to her than Harry Potter posters, Fall Out Boy CDs and the Fitz/Simmons relationship in Marvel’s Agents of SHIELD. She has never once worried that there was too much of it because her brain is still a sponge, soaking up whatever it encounters. ‘Why would you say that?’ she asks, my question being too stupid to warrant an answer.


‘I’ve been rereading an old novel, from the nineties, about a nineteen-year-old kid called Tyler,’ I explain. ‘He’s from Washington State on the American Pacific coast. He grew up surrounded by untouched landscape where there was very little history, or at least very little Western history. And, in the book, he visits Europe and it freaks him out because there’s so much history. He finds it oppressive and controlling, as if the sheer weight of the past was pushing down on him and he couldn’t escape.’


‘What book is that?’ she asks.


‘Shampoo Planet, by Douglas Coupland.’


‘Oh, I’ve heard of that.’


This takes me by surprise. ‘Really?’


‘Yes, it’s mentioned in some Panic! At The Disco songs. I was thinking of reading it one day. I won’t bother now, if that’s what it’s like.’ She returns her attention to the tunnels.


It was the daunting physical presence of these cliffs above my head that had caused me to ask. Tyler’s reaction to the past had stuck with me, ever since I’d first read the book. My visit to Milton Keynes had convinced me that the presence of the past was important. And yet, as I looked up at the countless tonnes of chalk above my head, I did wonder if Tyler had a point. Do we have too much history weighing down on our lives? Is British history controlling and oppressive?


The chalk above me dates back to the age of dinosaurs. It was originally under the sea, where single-cell algae called coccolithophores lived and bred in the warm, shallow waters. The coccolithophores had the ability to form tiny round calcium carbonate shields, called coccoliths, which they surrounded their bodies with for protection. When they died these coccoliths fell away and floated down to the seabed, where they slowly accumulated. In time, and under pressure, they became the thick white rock above my head.


The amount of time this took is difficult to grasp. Each coccolith was only a few thousandths of a millimetre in size. To form a single centimetre of chalk took a thousand years and uncountable billions of algae. A metre of chalk would have taken a 100,000 years to form. These cliffs took over a million years. The White Cliffs, then, are history solidified, the past in physical form. Deep underground, with the bare rock only inches from your head, the weight of the past is hard to ignore.


The chalk was raised up above sea level by the same geological movement that created the Alps, back when the lands we now call Britain and France were continuous. The English Channel formed around 8,000 years ago, when sea levels rose after the last ice age. That rush of water also revealed the White Cliffs, so their arrival in history and the birth of the island of Britain were one and the same event. They are thought to be the reason for the name ‘Albion’, the earliest known name for these islands, which means ‘white island’.


To reach these tunnels, the Fan Bay Deep Shelter, Lia and I walked a mile and a half east, across the coastal headlands, from the White Cliffs car park. At the entrance we joined a guided tour and descended a concrete staircase, 125 steps deep, that led down into the ground. At the top it was pleasantly warm, as the midday October sun slowly burned away the morning haze. As we descended our breath became visible in the thin light of our head torches. In the cooler air at the bottom of the staircase, beads of condensation hung from the cast-iron roof supports.
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Second World War tunnels




The tunnels were built in late 1940 and early 1941. They originally contained rows of bunk beds and were designed to quarter 150 soldiers. It was part of a gun battery built on the order of Winston Churchill, who visited Dover shortly after the Dunkirk evacuations and discovered that enemy shipping was using the English Channel unopposed. The tunnels were filled in after the war, and the National Trust had no idea they existed when they acquired this stretch of the cliffs in 2012. After the importance of what they now inadvertently owned was realised, teams of volunteers spent eighteen months removing the 100 tonnes of spoil from the entrance shaft.


We turn off the torches on our hard hats. The blackness is total, and our other senses sharpen to compensate. From deep within the chalk cliffs I try to imagine the first humans arriving on the landscape high above, following the retreating glaciers to the north as the virgin landscape of this cold northern territory was slowly revealed, thousands of years before the English Channel formed.


Would it have been possible, I wonder, to hear their movement on the turf twenty-three metres above our heads? Would we have heard the scuffling of animals, or the first human footprints on the landscape as the passage of feet sought out the driest, easiest routes? Down here, would we have heard as the accumulation of those feet formed the first paths, which became the first trackways, which became the first roads?


Standing in total darkness, I can imagine that those first footsteps on the Southern English countryside above did indeed echo all the way down into this cold silence. According to Puck of Pook’s Hill, Rudyard Kipling’s 1906 book of children’s stories, the first person in England was Puck, ‘The oldest Old Thing in England’. This is the same Puck from A Midsummer Night’s Dream, a mischievous woodland spirit and ‘merry wanderer of the night’. Puck, also known as Robin Goodfellow, was here to ensure that those who followed didn’t take the pompous seriously. He is best known for turning the weaver Nick Bottom’s head into that of an ass.


Others will insist that those first footsteps belonged to a stoic Palaeolithic wanderer rather than a scampering prankster sprite and, who knows, they might even be right. But, regardless of their owner, those footsteps still mark an origin for these islands every bit as important as the flooding of the English Channel. The British Isles, that slowshifting dance of ice and rock, had been observed. Once they had been seen, and judged, they now existed as an idea.


In the 1920s the French Jesuit priest Pierre Teilhard de Chardin coined the marvellous word noosphere, which refers to the world of human thought. It is the end product of a hierarchy of earthly spheres. At the bottom of these is the geosphere, the physical inanimate world of rock, ocean and mineral. From the geosphere arises the biosphere, the world of all living things. The biosphere moves and evolves faster than the geosphere, and can also change it. The noosphere, in turn, arises from the biosphere. This sphere is the realm of thought, and contains all our myth, history, science, law, religion and culture. It is more fluid and changeable than the biosphere, and it can also affect it. For example, men and women in the UK are on average 4.3 inches taller than they were a hundred years ago, due to changes in our understanding of health and nutrition. This understanding resides in the noosphere, so the noosphere in this example has physically altered the biosphere.


When the first man or woman arrived in this landscape and looked out, the idea of Britain sparked into being. Britain now had qualities and character. Those qualities were probably ‘damp’ and ‘unpromising’, but it was a start. The immaterial aspect of Britain, that slippery notion of national character or identity, had been born in the noosphere. And, having been born, it started to grow.


We turn our lights back on and continue to walk the tunnels of the Fan Bay Deep Shelter. The world of the Second World War feels incredibly close.


The soldiers left behind physical traces which were small but telling, from spent ammunition to a football pools coupon or a needle and thread. A carved face in the chalk wall, only an inch or so high, looks like it could be a soldier’s self-portrait. Among the graffiti, one soldier had written ‘Russia bleeds while Britain blancos’. The reference dates it (‘blanco’ refers to keeping items of a soldier’s kit spick and span, when it isn’t being used), but the underlying sense of political frustration is still clear. Elsewhere, the left-hand side of a piece of more poetical graffiti has been lost, yet the soldier-poet’s talents are still evident in the side that remains:




[ . . .] IT IN SUCH A CAPER HAVING SHIT AND GOT NO


[ . . .] PARADE IS DUE I DARE NOT LINGER


[ . . .] HERE GOES I’LL USE MY FINGER.





You can get a sense of what life was like under constant shelling from occupied France in a 1944 Pathé Gazette newsreel called Hellfire Corner. It began, after the crowing cockerel logo, with shots of a crowd of people running towards a Dover air-raid shelter. This opening scene was clearly staged for the benefit of the cameras, as all those people, from children to the elderly, were grinning and merry as if dashing to get ice cream. But what followed was genuine: rubble, destroyed houses, the bloodied legs of a dead body being covered over with what looked like offcuts of carpet.


The film showed the people of Dover celebrating at the end of years of bombardment. Canadian forces pushing through Normandy had captured the German guns and gunners who pounded this part of the English coast, giving it the nickname ‘hellfire corner’. One of the German gunners was Jakob Nacken, at 7'3" the tallest man in the German army. He was photographed surrendering to the 5'6" tall Corporal Bob Roberts of the North Shore New Brunswick Regiment. It’s hard to say, from the film, which of the pair found the situation funnier. It is not often you see a prisoner of war enjoying his capture. Their good-natured enjoyment of that surreal situation, together with the grinning faces re-creating the dash into the air-raid shelter, are striking when shown alongside the realities of bombed cities. This collision of horror and tomfoolery makes a telling portrait of the spirit of the 1940s.


Our tour concludes and we begin the slow trudge up 125 steps to the surface, leaving the 1940s behind and emerging into the present day. Outside, the sun is high and warm. The green and white turf-covered cliffs look out upon a featureless hazy void, where the blue-grey sky merges with the grey-blue sea. Thanks to the height of the cliffs the sound of the crashing waves is distant, a subtle background warning easily drowned out by the cries of the circling gulls.


I have never been to the White Cliffs before, but they are incredibly familiar. I grew up hearing about them in songs, in particular Jimmy Cliff’s ‘Many Rivers to Cross’ and Vera Lynn’s ‘White Cliffs of Dover’. These are both songs about struggle and the promise of a brighter tomorrow, with powerful vocal performances all the more extraordinary when you realise how young Lynn and Cliff were when they recorded them.




[image: image]


Lia at the White Cliffs




We walk as close to the edge of the cliffs as good sense allows, and then go a little further. We have to, really, for the temptation to look over is too strong. The wind toys with us, saving its sudden gusts for when we are at our most secure and complacent. On the other side of the harbour to our right, past the medieval castle where Jon Pertwee’s Doctor Who battled the Master back in 1971, stands Shakespeare Cliff. This is said to be the cliff in King Lear, in the scene where Edgar described the view over the edge to his father, the blinded Earl of Gloucester:




Come on, sir. Here’s the place. Stand still. How fearful


And dizzy ’tis to cast one’s eyes so low!


The crows and choughs that wing the midway air


Show scarce so gross as beetles. Halfway down


Hangs one that gathers samphire – dreadful trade!


Methinks he seems no bigger than his head.


The fishermen that walk upon the beach


Appear like mice. And yon tall anchoring bark,


Diminished to her cock, her cock a buoy


Almost too small for sight. The murmuring surge


That on th’ unnumbered idle pebbles chafes


Cannot be heard so high. I’ll look no more,


Lest my brain turn and the deficient sight


Topple down headlong.





This was all a ruse. Blind Gloucester had been heading to the Dover cliffs to commit suicide, but Edgar had diverted him to flat ground to prevent him from doing so. But the vividness of Edgar’s description of his pretend elevated perspective, with its rushing sense of uncertain vertigo and details such as the man picking the herb samphire from the cliff face, suggests that Shakespeare once stood on these cliffs with his cloak flapping erratically in the wind, inching forward warily as we do now, unable to resist the dangerous need to look over the edge.


I step back from the cliff and look to the left, where the coast flows down to St Margaret’s Bay. This was where the naval spy turned author Ian Fleming lived, after he bought a cottage from his friend Noël Coward in the early 1950s. His 1955 James Bond novel Moonraker, which has little in common with the film of the same name, was almost entirely based around this part of Kent. Bond’s codename, ‘007’, it is said, is taken from the number of the coach which ran from London to Dover via Canterbury. The 007 coach is now operated by National Express but still runs along the same route with the same number. That Dover–Canterbury–London 007 road is commonly known as the A2 these days, but there are places where it retains its older name: Watling Street.


A thousand years ago, along the coast to our right, the conquering army of the Normans landed at Pevensey. Two thousand years ago, along the coast to our left, the invading Roman army are thought to have landed at Richborough. Across the water in front of us, from right to left, Sir Francis Drake chased the burning and scattered remains of the Spanish Armada. Above us, Spitfire pilots risked everything in the skies during the Battle of Britain, when freedom hung in the balance and Britain, in the words of Winston Churchill, faced its ‘darkest hour’. This ancient flooded landscape, which separated Britain from the wider world after the last ice age, has witnessed the same symbolic drama play out time and time again; this island is separate, it is a sanctuary, and it will fight to remain that way.


In the back of my head, a warning bell is ringing. Having the ghosts of Shakespeare, Churchill, James Bond, Francis Drake, Doctor Who and the Battle of Britain in one panorama is catnip to the British, and to the English in particular. These are intoxicating stories of bravery, romance, genius and of always being right. This is the song of the sirens on the rocks, threatening to seduce us through the wondrous unthinking romance of our island story into falling hopelessly in love with ourselves. The British noosphere has evolved greatly since the first arrival, our Palaeolithic Puck, gazed at this damp, inhospitable wilderness. It can be quite overwhelming.


A place like the White Cliffs of Dover illustrates how powerful the British noosphere is. It is almost impossible to see this landscape as simply a nondescript line of cliffs. The history and fiction that wash around this place have as great an impact on the visitor, if not more, than the physical cliffs themselves. Standing here, it is easy to see why Tyler from Shampoo Planet was so disturbed by his experience of overdosing on the past.


The associations of these cliffs are pushing us into the territory of those slippery concepts ‘national identity’ and ‘British values’. In 2016 both of the politicians David Cameron and Jeremy Corbyn justified their politics by appealing to national identity and British values. Those British values must be a broad church indeed if they include the opposing and contradictory worldviews of those two men. In truth, what was happening was that Cameron and Corbyn were projecting their own values onto the idea of Britain. This is something we all tend to do, and as a result national identity is always seen as a positive thing. Magically, it fits with and reinforces our own personal beliefs and prejudices no matter what they may be. You can understand why advertisers and politicians are so keen on it.


National identity is like a rainbow; it only exists at a distance. We’ve all glimpsed it, out there on the horizon, so we think it is something real and concrete when it is used to push our buttons. Yet when we approach it to nail down the details of what it really is, it becomes vague and uncertain, then evaporates.


This is not just a British phenomenon, as you can see when you look at the books, films and essays about defining national character that have been produced in other countries. These can be sweet and funny, like Rob Cohen’s documentary Being Canadian, or wilfully deranged, such as Hunter S. Thompson’s quest for the American Dream Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas. We can be confident that if such a thing as a fixed and clearly defined national identity ever existed, the French would have found it by now. They have certainly written enough about it.


National identity can be manipulative. It can be a mirage used against you, a spell like that of the Pied Piper of Hamlyn which seduces you into getting in line and marching behind the patriotic tune. It is a spell woven out of the more seductive strands of our history. We have a lot of history to work with in Britain, so this gives us the raw materials to create a powerful enchantment indeed.


The danger, of course, is that national identity can lead to the drug of nationalism. With nationalism, the country of your own kin is viewed as self-evidently superior while the homelands of others are automatically inferior, and the result of this is the endorphin rush of pride. Like other addictive drugs, the user of nationalism gradually requires greater and greater doses to achieve the same hit of pride. A sense of pride is valuable, of course, but the whole point of pride and self-worth is that they need to come from our own actions and relationships. To feel good about yourself because some long-dead people did extraordinary things is to miss the point quite spectacularly.


I try to break that spell, if just for a moment, because if history teaches us anything it is that nationalism never ends well. I try to ignore the associations and spirits of this landscape and see these cliffs free from the stories that have attached themselves to them over the centuries. I try to look with the eyes of Palaeolithic Puck and see the landscape as a simple physical thing, devoid of connections and myth. I focus on the geosphere and the biosphere, and ignore everything else. I almost succeed.


The sun finds a way through the haze. The dazzling white chalk matches fluffy cumulus clouds hanging in the sky, the blue of which contrasts pleasingly with the bright green turf. The effect is harmonious, peaceful and just a tiny bit magical. For a split second, the cliffs are simple and solid and real, and the sunlight has caused the noosphere to evaporate. But my mind snags on the whiteness of the cliffs and how enchanted they look, and another story about them jumps to mind.


An old Mercian legend tells of an eighth-century monk who encountered an angel at Golgotha, the hill outside Jerusalem. The angel presented him with a stone cross and bid him carry it to ‘the centre of his land’. The monk dutifully accepted this command, and travelled back to Britain carrying the heavy cross. He landed on the shore below, at Dover, and headed up the route of the 007 coach, the Roman road of Watling Street, heading for the heart of England.


This is a fitting landscape for a medieval monk with a holy quest. The landscape feels uncanny and special. Perhaps this is because of the whiteness of the rock. Intuitively, we think that rock shouldn’t be white. Chalk was used in writing, learning and language and these, we like to think, are our gifts to the rest of the world. These white cliffs, the manifest ancient past that created this island and gave us the name Albion, can also be said to represent our idealised attributes.


It’s all too seductive.


The thought of Albion brings to mind William Blake, the author and illustrator of the epic prophetic book Jerusalem: Emanation of the Giant Albion (1804–20). Blake’s poem ‘Jerusalem’ (the preface from Milton, another of his prophetic books) was written when Blake lived further along the coast to the west in Sussex, in the direction of Kipling’s Pook Hill. It was these Southern English chalk downlands that he had in mind when he wrote of building a ‘Jerusalem’, a divine, eternal place unrelated to the troubled modern city, in ‘England’s green and pleasant land’. ‘Did those feet in ancient time walk upon England’s mountains green?’ the poem asks. Did Jesus once visit England, as certain legends suggest? If that was the case, then this country was a Holy land.


Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’ was set to music by Hubert Parry during the First World War. Parry assigned the copyright to the National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies, and it became the rallying hymn of the Votes for Women movement. It has not dated like other martial imperial hymns of the era and has the rare ability to resonate with people from every part of the political spectrum, making it something of an unofficial English national anthem. It is used by England at sporting events, such as the Commonwealth Games, where the nations of the United Kingdom compete separately. It is equally at home at a patriotic establishment celebration like the Last Night of the Proms as it is being sung by the socialist punk folk singer Billy Bragg. Blake and Parry’s ‘Jerusalem’ is like the mirage of national identity; all who look at it see the best part of themselves reflected back.


Bruce Robinson’s 1989 film How to Get Ahead in Advertising, which starred Richard E. Grant, ended with a recital of ‘Jerusalem’. Grant played Bagley, an advertising executive wrestling with his conscience about the morality of his profession. At the end of the film, all that remains of Bagley’s conscience survives as a sentient, fading boil on his neck.


Bagley rides a horse up a Kentish hill in that final scene, elated and victorious after his personal battle with morality, and loudly proclaims a triumphant soliloquy. He is dressed in tweed trousers and waistcoat with a silk tie, leather gloves, a long coat and riding boots. Following the defeat of his conscience, he now wears a neat moustache. Bagley delivers an impassioned monologue about how marketing convinces people they live in an elevated, wondrous world. By the end of his soliloquy, Bagley has dismounted his horse and stands on a stone pillar. There is endless countryside in all directions, he has his arms outstretched and the sun is behind him. Here Bagley quotes ‘Jerusalem’: ‘I shall not cease until Jerusalem is built on England’s green and pleasant land.’


Or at least, that’s how the scene plays out in the film. In Bruce Robinson’s original screenplay, Bagley’s speech starts differently. It began with this dialogue, which failed to make the final cut:




BAGLEY: And did those feet in ancient time walk upon England’s mountains green? The answer to that question is ‘No’. Jesus did not shuffle up the Weald of Kent. Can you hear me, boil? No, I don’t imagine that you can. But you’ve got to admit, that’s one of the most graceful pieces of propaganda this nation’s ever produced. A magnificent blend of Christianity and Conservatism. And Conservatism is capitalism, and capitalism sells. Did Jesus land at Margate? Ah yes my boil! For millions and millions of school kids, the answer to that question is ‘Yes’.





Bagley makes a good point. Deep down, does anyone genuinely believe that Jesus travelled from Nazareth to this remote Atlantic island? Blake doesn’t claim that he did. He just teases us with the idea. ‘Jerusalem’ is an example of what is known in journalism as Betteridge’s Law, which states that for any headline that asks a question, the answer is always ‘no’. And yet, Jerusalem is still an incredibly affecting work. History is not the only ingredient in the spell of national identity.


The white cliffs are not pure chalk. They are peppered through with lumps of flint, an incredibly hard black rock almost the exact opposite of soft, white chalk. Chalk is used for writing and education, but flint is used for cutting tools and lighting gunpowder. No one is sure exactly how flint forms, or why the same pressures and conditions that produce chalk should also produce such a contradictory rock. When we hold up these white cliffs as a symbol of our higher selves we focus on the chalk and ignore the hard dark flint. But the Pathé Gazette newsreel only captured the spirit of the Second World War by including both the horror and the tomfoolery. When we are dealing with the tricky notion of national identity, in a country undergoing a visible surge in nationalist sentiment, we should not forget the flint when we talk of the chalk.


‘Dad, do you have that book? Could I have a look at it?’


‘Sorry, Lia, I was miles away. What book?’


‘Shampoo Planet.’


I fish the battered silver paperback out of my bag as we start to walk back towards the car. I notice the author’s photograph on the back as I hand it over. Young and handsome, he is lit by slanting light through a window blind, as was the way in the late eighties. I recall a more recent picture that I saw of him, bald with a distinguished white beard. I try to reconcile those different portraits of the author with what feels like the short amount of time that has passed since I first bought the book.


Lia flicks through the pages. ‘Would I like it?’


I screw up my face. ‘I don’t know. Maybe. It’s very nineties, and people usually say his other books are better. But it’s one of my favourites.’


‘It’s good?’


‘Yeah, I think it’s really good.’


‘That’s the important thing.’


She’s right, of course. That is the important thing. Blake’s words and Parry’s music are good. They are, I think the consensus agrees, very, very good. They are able to march past all our rational critical filters and stir up powerful emotions within us, regardless of who we are or in which circumstances the song is played. Those emotions may be ill-defined and mysterious, but a thing is no less valid because it has not been labelled. ‘Jerusalem’ shows us that we’re capable of creating something like ‘Jerusalem’. That in itself is amazing.


I think back to the various attempts people from other nations have made to define the mirage of national identity. For all they claimed to have failed, there is something telling in the differing approaches they took. The heady arguments of French intellectuals are by themselves intrinsically French, just as Hunter S. Thompson’s unapologetic individualist hedonism is very American. Rob Cohen’s approach of travelling around talking to other Canadians strikes me as very Canadian because Canada is one of the few countries where people seem to like each other, and they certainly like talking. National identity cannot be defined to anyone’s satisfaction, and yet, there it is.


I remember how amused people are when I travel abroad and attempt to get a good cup of tea. In the eyes of the people whose country I am visiting, I am being so stereotypically British that it is funny. To my eyes, a desire for tea seems self-evidently reasonable, a choice that I as an individual make based solely on the innate brilliance of tea. As I see it, who wouldn’t want a cup of tea? Yet it seems unlikely that my stereotypical fondness for tea comes entirely from me alone, or that I would hanker after a cuppa to quite the same extent if I’d been raised in a different part of the world.


A part of what I think of as ‘me’ is this mysterious illusion of national identity, which bolts onto my own identity like a bionic limb. To deny national identity, in these circumstances, is to deny a part of myself. Part of my own identity is an ungraspable, undefined mirage, and that’s just something I’ll have to make the best of. If the stories, myths and histories of these islands are part of us, then that includes the characters of Shakespeare, James Bond, Doctor Who and Winston Churchill who are all linked to these cliffs. We would be different people without them. It is perhaps not surprising that we focus on the chalk and fail to see the flint, or that we find stories of bravery, romance, genius and of always being right so seductive. We want to think well of ourselves.


Politicians from both the left and the right don’t fully understand this part of us. The left see themselves as internationalist rather than nationalist. Traditionally, they had no time for national identity and focused instead on class. More recently, they have become less invested in class and now see race, sexuality, gender and religion as the markers of our personal identity. This has been useful for highlighting inequality and systematic bias, but these are unsatisfactory categories to define ourselves by. They fail to get to the heart of who we are, and we feel belittled when we are seen only in those terms. The recent rise of the populist right has been greatly strengthened by the left’s infatuation with this kind of identity politics, and when commentators remark that the Labour Party has ‘lost touch’ with its traditional voters they have recognised that, for ideological reasons, it has been unable to acknowledge the core of its voters’ identities.


The right, in contrast, are all over national identity. They are active promoters of flags, anthems and patriotism. Yet the type of national identity they offer does not truly reflect this part of us either. A nation state is a political construct, and most of the world’s current nations were created in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. We are old in comparison: our current United Kingdom dates back to 1801, and the individual nations within the UK are far older. This longevity makes it easy to forget that our nations are also abstract political entities.


We are a product of our environments and an echo of the places we have lived, but it is the people, culture, landscape and cities around us that shape us, not the political state. To define that part of us as ‘national’ is akin to confusing the menu with the meal, or mistaking the map for the territory. Yet this is what the right habitually do: they recognise and flatter our sense of belonging but then hijack it for their own ends by detaching it from the physical world and attaching it to the political. When politicians call on us to support a war, they use our deep attachment to this land as reason to do so. But it is not the land itself – the hills and rivers and streets and houses – that wants the war.


The part of us that the left denies and the right subverts is not ‘national’ identity at all. A better name for it would be geographic identity, because it is the physical places that surround us, and not a political abstraction of that territory, that makes us who we are.


I can see how all this would terrify Douglas Coupland’s Tyler. If history is part of us, then too much history becomes a larger and larger part of what we are. You can imagine how controlling and oppressive that would seem to a twentieth-century teenager from the American north-west.


‘Are you really interested in reading that book,’ I ask Lia, ‘or are you doing that thing where you show interest in something I like to put me in a good mood before asking for crisps?’


‘There is a café down by the car park and there will be a long drive home, and we could get some crisps.’


She hands me the book back.


‘You’re not going to read it?’


Lia shakes her head. ‘Not if it’s about someone who doesn’t like history.’


‘Why do you like history so much?’ I ask.


She thinks hard. ‘A place is better with history,’ she says. ‘I don’t mean it’s better than other places that don’t have history. I mean it’s more interesting than it would be if it didn’t have any history.’


For a young mind like Lia, the presence of the past is exciting. For Tyler, the same presence is oppressive. In Gothic literature, the weight of the past presses down on the present and offers only the certainty of death. In the works of William Blake, the weight of the past presses down on the present and offers the certainty of immortality. We have contradictions ahead.


To our left, a steady stream of ferries enter and depart from the Port of Dover. I look down at the innocent-looking road that heads north out of the port, the start of Watling Street, a road older than history. For all we know of its origins, it may well be Puck-formed. Gulls hover silently in the updrafts, and the autumn sun is low and warm. I walk across England’s green and pleasant land with my daughter, and we go and get some crisps.




2.


DOVER TO CANTERBURY


First English, then England


It is the morning of Thursday, 23 June 2016. I have returned to Dover.


It seemed appropriate; today is the day of the referendum on the UK leaving the European Union, and Dover seems to sit at the heart of the debate. The symbolism surrounding the White Cliffs and the town’s transport links to the continent have placed Dover at the centre of both pro- and anti-immigration arguments. It has attracted far-right political marches and the corresponding anti-fascist counter-demonstrations that come with them. A walk around Dover this morning could prove revealing, I thought, and might even provide insights into the strange, dark mood that hangs over our seemingly divided country.


But the weather has other plans. Wild storms hit the south-east of England last night, flooding homes and cancelling trains. The storms came in unpredictable, sporadic waves. Periods of calm gave way to sudden rain that didn’t so much fall from the sky but seemed hurled down in anger. There were many disturbed nights last night, with those awake lying still and helpless in their beds while lightning lit their rooms and torrents of water shook their windows. The morning air is humid, as if in denial about the night before and still waiting for a good thunderstorm to come and clear it. Intermittent fierce showers continue, so I have ducked into a newsagent’s to keep dry. If there are any telling insights about the state of the nation to be found in Dover this morning, they are not daft enough to be out in the streets.


I look at the racks of daily newspapers. Something about them strikes me as odd, and it takes me a moment to work out what is wrong. A display of the daily papers is normally a barrage of large, black, capitalised letters in authoritative serif fonts. Every day when we pass newspaper racks, their words shout at us, demanding attention or angry emotional reactions. Today, the text is secondary. Images dominate.


The Times has a large satellite photo of Europe at night on its cover, dark save for the light of cities and civilisation. So does The Guardian, or theguardian as it now calls itself. The Sun also has a picture of the Earth from space, but one focused on Britain, with a blinding light above it like a sunrise. Beneath this are the words ‘Independence Day’, in a dramatic movie-poster font. If you’ve seen what happens to countries from space in the film Independence Day, this sends something of a mixed message.


There’s no confusion over the Daily Express’s message. Its cover is a Union Flag with the words ‘VOTE LEAVE TODAY’ written on it. It seems strange to see a Daily Express front page that does not include the word ‘migrant’, but, on a hunch, I open the paper and, sure enough, the word ‘migrant’ is there in a page-three headline. The Daily Mirror, in contrast, has the words ‘vote REMAIN today’ in white letters underneath what looks like a full-page image of a black hole. It’s not immediately clear what that image is meant to represent, although looking closer I decide that it’s probably a photograph of the bottom of a well. It may be the only piece of tabloid pro-Remain propaganda we have, but you could hardly call it effective.


I buy a copy of each paper, and they make a useful makeshift umbrella as I run back to my car. The rain makes the Daily Telegraph unreadable, unfortunately, but based on the cover image of Big Ben and a Union Flag, I think I can guess their angle. Flicking through the papers as the rain drums on the car roof, I realise that only the Daily Mail seems unaffected by the significance of the day. It has kept its normal level of text and features on the cover. Its front-page headline – ‘NAILED: FOUR BIG EU LIES’ – makes its opinion on the referendum clear, but for much of the rest of the paper it is business as usual. It includes articles about Taylor Swift’s relationship with Tom Hiddleston, and the problem with a new Nike dress for tennis players. The hem of this ‘flutters way up above the waistline’, the article tells me, and there are pictures to prove it. Then there is a two-page photo spread illustrating the difficulty festival goers are currently having travelling to Glastonbury. Of the nine photographs on the page, eight are of young, long-haired, thin women in tiny shorts, and the ninth is of a traffic jam. All this is in contrast to the Sun, where it is impossible to forget the day’s referendum. Pages four and five are dominated by a photo of a roaring lion in front of the Union Flag, underneath the words ‘LET THE LION ROAR’. Turning the page, I find a full-page photograph of Jean-Claude Juncker, President of the European Commission, on which are the words ‘STICK IT UP YOUR JUNCKER!’
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EU referendum day newspapers




The press no longer take credit for influencing British democracy in the way they once did. We no longer wake on the day after general elections to find headlines like ‘IT’S THE SUN WOT WON IT’, as we did in 1992. But newspapers still influence the mood and opinions of the country. While a single headline in itself might not have much impact, the unending drumbeat of daily accusations and alarm is hard to shrug off. Years of endless negative press stories about immigrants have helped create an anti-migrant atmosphere that is the backdrop to today’s referendum. Words are like the rain currently beating on the car roof, and dripping from my clothes onto these newspapers. A single shower is hardly important but a constant, lengthy downpour can sweep away our familiar, ordered world, as the residents of towns like Hebden Bridge or Burrowbridge discovered these past winters.


Thoughts of those recent floods highlight one of the stranger aspects of our tabloid newspapers’ obsession with immigration. Immigration will become a serious, society-shaping problem according to reports on the impact of climate change. Water scarcity and environmental changes will be far more pronounced in areas like Bangladesh and large parts of Africa than they will in Britain. As a result, a common estimate predicts that around 150 million to 200 million people will become climate refugees by the mid twenty-first century. Figures like this cast a sobering light on our current levels of migration and the political fallout they have produced. You might think that the coming wave of climate refugees would be an important part of any discussion about migration, but the subject is almost entirely absent from the newspapers. What our culture ignores can be as revealing as what we obsess over.


OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg
o tonpad
To-£oNogy
N

- <








OEBPS/images/f0009-01.jpg







OEBPS/images/f0037-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg
WATLING
STREET





OEBPS/images/f0007-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
STREET

TRAVELS THROUGH BRITAIN
AND ITS EVER-PRESENT PAST






OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/logo.gif
WGEN

WEIDENFELD & NICOLSON







