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      ‘He’s as much sentimentalist as satirist – listen to him, some time, eulogising stalking in Scotland – and, as everyone knows,
         he’s very, very funny’
      

      
      GQ

      
      ‘Gill is a delightful, funny polemicist. His prose floats like a butterfly and stings like a bee and, just when you least
         expect it, lands a deft and lethal blow beneath the belt’
      

      
      Terence Blacker, Sunday Times

      
      ‘The author is on typically quick-witted form, and from morrismen, to stand-up comics, to the National Trust, he leaves
         no turn un-stoned in his efforts to prove that an Englishman’s home is really his hassle’

		  
		  Jim Blackburn, Wanderlust

      
      ‘He entertains like a vicious game show’

	  Glasgow Herald

      
      ‘He writes beautifully. His chapter on war memorials should be a set text, his defence of political correctness is bold and
         true, and he really nails the philosophy of the queue’
      

      
      Peter Watts, Time Out

      
      ‘It annoys, arouses feelings and forces one to confront received opinions. Whether one sides with it or not, one can admire
         the zest of the writing and applaud its splendid lack of political correctness’

		 Beryl Bainbridge, Mail on Sunday
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Foreword


      
      This is a collection of prejudice. Opinions based on a lifetime’s experience. Identifying what it is that makes a nation a
         people and not just a random collective of individuals who happen to share the same geography is a risky business, but we
         all know that nations are recognizable and different from each other. It’s almost too obvious to dispute that Canadians are
         not like Brazilians and the Irish are not synonymous with the Jews. A national character, when self-defined, is the stuffing
         of patriotism and pride. It is also the source of umbrage when the observation is made by foreigners.
      

      
      The English are the most enigmatically indecipherable people when seen from outside. Even from the inside, what is definable
         isn’t always understandable. Their homespun enigma is itself part of the carefully engineered English mythology. When I was
         first considering writing this book, an American said: ‘Oh God, please, write an owner’s manual for the English. We look at
         them and they’re so familiar, but so alien and weird. I have no idea how you make or repair an Englishman.’
      

      
      This isn’t quite an owner’s manual, but it is a series of observations drawn from having lived amongst the English but never
         having felt one of them. This is not a book of facts. Facts are inert things. Facts are what pedantic, dull people have instead
         of opinions. Opinions are always interesting. What people deduce and make out of their own lives is what attracts and informs.
         Never mistake a fact for the truth. The English, of course, are inordinately fond of facts – they hoard them and throw them through the windows of home truths. But facts are
         only the scaffolding, the trellis up which bright opinions are grown. So don’t look for proofs here, there’s precious little
         forensic evidence. This is just what I know to be true.
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      The Angry Island

      
      ‘Is England like this?’ I looked out of the dusty window at the red earth and the swaying blue gums. The acacious scrub along
         a drainage ditch was an equivocal ribbon of slum that occasionally bulged into a sprawl of shanty suburb. That unmistakable
         global vernacular. The architecture of invisible people. In the distance vines neatly engraved the curves of rolling hills;
         all basked under the deep azure sky.
      

      
      We were driving out of Cape Town. The taxi-driver, who had kept up a desolate monologue for an hour, a well-thumbed and threadbare
         litany of homespun irritation, suddenly asked: ‘Is England like this?’ Like this? No, not really. Not remotely, actually.
         The question was laughable. Few places are as precisely not England as the southern tip of Africa. He was an Afrikaner, a
         Boer. An old man who bitterly clung to the bottom rung of his own tribe’s hierarchy and was now being squeezed and threatened
         by the pressure of these squatter camps and the turn of history’s screw. This was probably the epitome of some kind of England
         for him – that other pale tribe who had colonised this land. The Cape was the heart of English Africa. Ten minutes earlier,
         we had passed a memorial to that archetypal Englishman Cecil Rhodes, a statue of a heroic man on a horse which, weirdly, is
         a cast of one called ‘Physical Energy’ by George Frederick Watts that I walk past on wet autumn Sundays in Kensington Gardens.
      

      
      ‘Well, what is England like, then?’ he asked, and the tone was just the other side of polite tourist’s enquiry. I continued to stare out of the window. I didn’t want to get into the unstated
         current of this conversation. What is England like? I dipped into the bran tub of trite and came up with hedges. Hedges and
         sheep. He snorted. We drove on in silence.
      

      
      It’s a question that’s been tugging my sleeve ever since. What is England like? I’m a member of that post-war generation who
         first grabbed the benefit of cheap and easy international travel. Our parents went to the seaside, the Lakes and the Dales;
         we went to the Balearics, the Cyclades and Kathmandu. And then swiftly leap-frogged the globe.
      

      
      We didn’t do England, unless it was to visit relatives or go to school. I can recognize the England in the Cape or in Simla,
         Hong Kong and the Costa Brava. Those little deposits of Blighty that are by turns charming, absurd and embarrassing. But the
         original, the real England, I only see occasionally through the dreary window – from the motorway or train, or on the television.
         It’s familiar from books and magazines and conversation, but secondhand. A strangely alien place. It’s a shock to realize
         that I’m more familiar with East Africa than I am with East Anglia. One of the reasons I’ve travelled as much as I have is
         because of Kipling’s rhetorical question: ‘What should they know of England who only England, know?’, but a Boer taxi-driver
         made me think that I don’t actually know England at all. That begs yet another rhetorical question, how can you truly know
         where you’re going if you don’t really know where you’ve come from?
      

      
      Now, some months later, here I am at the edge of England. This is where it starts. And if the cloud hadn’t crashed, I’d be
         able to see some of it. Today the weather has got so fed up and lazy it can’t even be bothered to rain with panache. It’s
         just lying here on its back being wet. I suspect if you ask most Englishmen where England started, they’d say Dover. The White
         Cliffs. Named by the Tourist Board ‘Shakespeare’s Cliffs’. What could be more English than Shakespeare and chalk?
      

      
      This is the chalk that the Continent is cheese to. This is the bastion, the great white wall that separates the ‘them’ from
         the ‘us’. This is what has made England first and last. It’s an island. Everything that’s English stems from this apartness.
         Except – point of order here – England isn’t an island, it’s half an island. And I’m not standing at its southern tip, but
         at its northern end. For me and the other half of this island, England starts up here, on Hadrian’s Wall. No one ever says
         Scotland’s an island, though it is just as much one as England is.
      

      
      Hadrian’s Wall is only a great big disappointment if you come to it without expectations. If you visited it with a completely
         open mind, it would be distinctly underwhelming. Possibly one of the most underwhelming experiences of an unexceptionally
         uneventful life. It’s a peasant’s outward-bound park of signposts.
      

      
      The English are addicted to public labels. I’ve never been anywhere that has such a pressing need to subtitle, footnote and
         instruct the particular. Hadrian’s Wall’s labels draw your attention to things that aren’t there, but might once have been.
         So we all slither along, looking at invisible gatehouses, barracks and communal lavatories. It would be funny if it weren’t
         so damned sheep-shit miserable. But of course, us natives don’t come here without expectations. We have heads full of them.
         We can see it all, the Eagle of the Ninth, the legionaries huddled in their cloaks. We can smell the peaty fires, hear the
         centurion bark orders and the cohorts march past – dexter sinister, dexter sinister. We look North with a weary weather eye,
         over the great defensive ditch for signs of the fearsome-painted Scot. In our collective imagination we understand that this
         isn’t just where England begins topographically; it’s where, for that long rumpty-tumpty epic, England really kicks off. Hadrian’s
         Wall is the first page. The start of history. Before the Romans there were some mythical ‘them’, and after the Romans, it’s
         the beginning of ‘us’. Never mind that this was actually Italy’s garden wall built by Germans and garrisoned for the most part by poor
         bloody Belgians, it’s England. A cliff at one end, a wall at the other.
      

      
      Having their creation myth begin with the Romans has been very important to the English. It gives them the straight road in
         the soul and a birthright of order and rigour. A stoic square jaw, stiff lips, noble brows, steely eyes, deaf ears, sure hands,
         beating breasts and well-planted feet. England’s moment as the most distant, nebulous, unconsidered and unimportant afterthought
         of a decaying empire allowed the English to pretend that Latin was their spiritual first language and put up statues to their
         great and good dressed in togas. It also gave them permission to have a classical revival once a century. And, most important,
         this little servile touch of the Pax Romana gave them the model for their own defining achievement, the blessed Empire. Hadrian’s Wall may have been built to keep the
         Celts out, but now it keeps the classicisms in.
      

      
      Just beside the Education Centre and Resources Gift Shop, huddled in the lee of the wall, is a little refreshment kiosk, a
         couple of puddle-white plastic garden chairs and a hatch that dispenses tea, Coca-Cola and KitKats. Maureen, a lank-haired
         plumply-pretty schoolgirl is bored to rocking distraction by this grisly Saturday job. She’s sitting her exams this summer
         and her ambition is to travel. The ubiquitous wish of the young, to be somewhere else. I rather like this little hole in the
         wall, it’s the most authentically ancient English thing here. There must have been stalls like this 1800 years ago and Maureenish
         girls dreaming of getting away. There’s a sign that recommends sandwiches made to authentic Roman recipes – well, who could
         resist? I ask for a chicken one. Maureen wrinkles her nose and hands over a polythene wrapped pocket of pitta bread that oozes
         a vivid chemically-yellow lumpy slime. Anywhere else, it would be Coronation Chicken with turmeric. At the first bite the
         seams of the pitta burst and I’m holding a palmful of viscous slurry that plops onto the ancient Roman paving stones and my mouth’s full of a simpering goo. Vile. Yet somehow evocative. The origin
         of the bread is Greek, the mayonnaise French, the spices are Asian, the chicken Indian. But all together the concept, the
         construction and the flavour could only be old England. This is where England really begins, with this speechlessly polyglot,
         misbegotten cod-historical sandwich.
      

      
      I’d better come clean. You may have suspected I don’t like the English. One at a time, 1 don’t mind them. I’ve loved some
         of them. A lot of my friends were born here between the cliff and the wall. It’s their collective persona I can’t warm to.
         The lumpen and louty, coarse, unsubtle, beady-eyed, beefy-bummed herd of England. And although I live here amongst them and
         have done for virtually all my life, although I sound like an effete middle-class paragon of them, I’ve never been one. Never
         thought of myself as one. After more than fifty years of rubbing up against the English, I still resist assimilation. I don’t
         stick out, but neither do I fit in. My heart doesn’t syncopate to ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. I don’t want three lions on my
         chest or the cross of St George on my windscreen. I’ve never been moved to bellow the theme from The Great Escape whilst watching a game. The truth is – and perhaps this is a little unworthy, a bit shameful – I find England and the English
         embarrassing. Fundamentally toe-curlingly embarrassing. And even though I look like one, sound like one, can imitate the social/mating
         behaviour of one, I’m not one. I always bridle with irritation when taken for an Englishman, and fill in those disembarkation
         cards by pedantically writing ‘Scots’ in the appropriate box.
      

      
      I was born and part bred in Edinburgh. When I look out over Hadrian’s Wall I’m looking homeward. I only lived there for a
         scant year of my life, of which I remember not a thing. But still it’s the place that raises in me all that sentimental porridgey
         emotion that England can’t reach. Scotland is the home of my heart. I’d rather have a bouquet of thistles than roses. Scotland
         is a country and a people whose defining characteristic is built on the collective understanding of what they’re not. And what
         they’re not is English. Difference is all comparative. To be different you have to be different from something, or someone.
         The Scots are different and, it goes without saying, better than the English. But having said that I don’t feel English, neither
         do I recognize the caricature that the Scots make of the English to underline their Scottishness. That snobbish, stuck-up,
         two-faced, emotionally retarded, dim, foot-in-mouth prat and his good lady. The truth is, I don’t know what it is that makes
         the English so dreadfully English. So impervious to fondness, sympathy or attraction. I’ve been searching for a national characteristic,
         or a basket of characteristics. There is a familiar problem with the English. They lack a single image, an instantly recognizable
         mannequin to hang their character on. It used to be the bowler-hatted, umbrella-wagging Civil Servant, but no one under the
         age of forty has ever seen a bowler hat worn seriously. There are no universal cultural icons. There’s just tons of culture.
      

      
      The English are great collectors and curators of culture, perhaps more than any other people. They love nothing so much as
         a glass case full of numbered bits and pieces. But all this stuff deflects rather than reflects who the English really are.
         And they’re no help themselves. Ask them what an Englishman is like and they’ll probably go, ‘Well, um, you know, sort of
         nature’s gentleman.’ OK, what’s the definition of a gentleman, then? ‘Um, an Englishman. Not being French.’ The lack of a
         national logo has periodically niggled the English, particularly at points in their history when cohesion seemed important.
         The Victorians spent a lot of energy and pulpit time trying to define Englishness. They saw that not having memorable brand
         recognition was a problem. Everyone else seemed to have a pithy label, a subtitle. The French of course were vain, the Germans
         bellicose, the Italians excitable, the Spanish proud. Americans were optimistic, Orientals were wily, Arabs were shifty – 
         and then there were a lot of off-the-peg monikers that could be awarded like birthday honours to the lesser nations of empire,
         when the need or event demanded. Plucky, valiant, devoted, loyal, stoic. But what could we say of the English. ‘Nice manners?’
      

      
      So the Victorians set about constructing an idealized Englishman. He was clever though not intellectual, worldly but shy,
         moral but not judgmental and, above all, fair. If the English could award themselves one attribute it would be fairness – 
         as in sporting, though not necessarily sporty. Australians could be sporty. Sporting fairness is an English obsession. You
         may recognize the composite character that embodies all these dreary virtues. He is the hero of dozens and dozens of Edwardian
         schoolboy novels written by ageing Victorian men. That prig, who taciturnly plodded and punched his way through hectic adventures,
         overcoming foreigners and duplicity. But despite the best efforts of Englishmen, he remains a fiction. You won’t recognize
         him in the street, the factory or the pub. Fairness, though, is a recurring English concern, whether it’s embodied in referees,
         High Court judges or gun boats. So perhaps it’s a good place to start. But actually I think it’s the wrong way round. What
         the English are eternally concerned with isn’t fairness, it’s unfairness. There’s a constant mutter of grievance at the deviousness,
         mendacity and untrustworthy nature of the rest of the world that has moulded the bottom half of this island.
      

      
      Not being able to put your finger on a national character doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist, and the thing that seems impermeably
         English is, in fact, anger. Collectively and individually, the English are angry about something. The pursed lip and the muttered
         expletives, the furious glance and the beetled brow are England’s national costume. A Pearly Queen’s outfit of thousands and
         thousands of lovingly-stitched and maintained irritations. A simmering, unfocused lurking anger is the collective cross England
         bears with ill grace. I can see it in English faces, in the dumb semaphore of their bodies. It’s how they stand and fold their arms and wait in queues. It’s why they can’t dance
         or relax. Anger has made the English an ugly race. But then this anger is also the source of England’s most admirable achievement
         – their heroic self-control. It’s the daily struggle of not giving in to your natural inclination to run amok with a cricket
         bat, to spit and bite in a crowded tea-room, that I admire most in the English. It’s not what they are, but their ability
         to suppress what they are, that’s great about the English. The world is full of aggrieved people whose fury engulfs their
         land and lives. Places where feuds and retaliation have become the sole motives for existing. But the English aren’t like
         that. They live and have always lived in a comparatively harmonious and liberal country. There is more give and take and compromise
         in England than anywhere else you can think of, but I know as certainly as I know anything about this place that this is despite the nature of England, not because of it.
      

      
      People with therapists will tell you that repressed anger is a dangerous thing that in the end will consume the repressor.
         That it’s a spiritual, emotional cancer. That it must be evacuated like trapped wind, transformed and metamorphosed. But the
         English are an uncomfortably living testament to the benefit, if not the pleasure, of repression. They have come up with dozens
         of collective and individual strategies to deflect and contain their natural fury. Not least, in inventing a bewildering number
         of games. It’s not in the games that the English excel, it’s in making the rules that govern them, and the committees that
         oversee those rules. It’s in controlling the consequences of unbridled competitiveness. Only the English could in all seriousness
         say: ‘It’s not whether you win or lose that counts, it’s merely taking part.’ If the result is secondary, why bother taking
         part in the first place? But of course, for the English, just getting off the pitch without their opponent’s ear in their
         pocket is a personal victory over their natural national inclination. And it’s their anger that has made them arguably, over the long run, the most consistently successful of all the old European nations, certainly
         the most inventive and adventurous and energetic. Controlled anger is the great impetus to achievement. You have to do something
         with it. Anger simply won’t let you be comfortable in your own skin.
      

      
      The English aren’t people who strive for greatness, they’re driven to it by a flaming irritation. It was anger that built
         the Industrial Age, which forged expeditions of discovery. It was the need for self-control that found an outlet in cataloguing,
         litigating and ordering the natural world. It was the blind fury with imprecise and stubborn inanimate objects that created
         generations of engineers and inventors. The anger at sin and unfairness which forged their particular earth-bound pedantic
         spirituality and their puce-faced, finger-jabbing, spittle-flecked politics. The English have, by the skin of their teeth
         and the stiffness of their lip, managed to turn what might have been a deforming fault into their denning virtue, but it still
         doesn’t make them loveable.
      

            I dumped my sandwich in the bin labelled ‘Litter’ and left the Wall. This isn’t exactly the border anymore, which has moved
         up and down since the Romans left – mostly up. This bit of the country, Northumberland, doesn’t feel very English. It’s an
         anonymous hard, darkly dour land. But then neither does it feel Scots. For most of the time since the legions left it has
         been neither or both. A bad land of reiving and raiding. A place of private power and shifting loyalty. The border country
         on both sides owed allegiance to itself rather than to the thrones of London or Edinburgh. It’s all been made rather swashbucklingly
         romantic now by the Tourist Board, and the village post offices sell border ballads and folklore pamphlets. Reiver’s mustard
         and Rustler’s toffee. But not many tourists are drawn here. It’s an arcane and gritty little local history that’s never caught
         the imagination of the south; only the most devout walkers navigate the sodden moors and the endless criss-cross of stone dykes. The north-east isn’t on the way to anywhere anymore. Whatever
         wealth and manmade beauty it had is burnt or buried. And the sense of place is anything but romantic. For a thousand years,
         this must have been the most unpleasant and frightening corner of the British Isles. The stark and still terrifying pele towers
         are its defining architecture. In Hexham, where the bishop once had his own army, the squat bunker of the abbey exhibits the
         chipped and bashed remnants of a mailed and muscular Christianity. You know that this must have been a hard place in which
         to be a devout turn-the-other cheek Christian, and a despairing place if you were not one. In the toll booth that was once
         a magistrate’s jail, there’s a tatty museum to reiving, with tipsy mannequins wearing amateur dramatic costumes and mothy
         nylon wigs. A local amenity that doesn’t so much make the past live as show how half-hearted and poor the present is. History
         gave this place a kicking, and it isn’t about to pay compensation by way of tourism.
      

      
      I watch a football match on TV in a pub. Bony, thin men with lager-pregnant stomachs bellow sing-song expletives at the screen.
         Their hands are permanent fists, nicotine knuckles punching the air or throttling bottles. Even on a Saturday lunchtime the
         atmosphere is thickly aggressive. Flint-faced lasses with lank home-dyed hair, sloppy bosoms and bruised thighs slouch round-shouldered
         over lime tops. Their eyes dart smugly, knowing that even the plainest of them could start a bone-spattering fight with the
         merest wink. There’s a story in the local paper. In the outskirts of a village just up the road, a father and a son lived
         in a bungalow surrounded by eviscerated cars, marred and twisted industrial detritus. They were builders, dodgers, make-do-and-menders.
         ‘Quiet,’ said their neighbours. ‘Kept themselves to themselves.’ Up here in these tight-lipped communities, that must have
         been arctic quiet. Extreme apartness. The son built a full-sized working guillotine in his bedroom, its blade weighted with paving stones. He rigged up an electric trigger to the clock radio, blew up a lilo and lay on it beneath
         the guillotine. At precisely three in the afternoon the blade fell. His father found him that evening. How can two people
         share a bungalow and one build a guillotine without the other knowing? But it’s the electric trigger that really grips. Imagine
         the long grey evenings tinkering with wires and catches. The quiet pride gilding the despair, the testing and the standing
         back and admiring, the job well done. Then blowing up the bed, settling down, watching the ceiling and waiting. Was the radio
         already on? Did he listen to the local traffic conditions, a request for ‘Candle in the Wind’, a phone chat with a local farmer
         about sheep prices? Did the station jingle play as they ran up to the three o’clock news? Did he have time to think that next
         day, as Northumberland trudged on, he’d be the headline? Did he take a quiet satisfaction in knowing that he was joining the
         long march of local history and dying by the blade? Welcome to Northumberland, where folk keep themselves to themselves. The
         insistent whisper of this place creeps up on me, like a chill in the night. I understand what the keening atmosphere is. It’s
         not romantic solitude, it’s not self-reliance, it’s just a terrible, terrible, sad, silent loneliness.
      

      
      Flodden is just the English side of the border outside the little town of Wooler. I can’t imagine many people come here to
         this field of autumn roots. Why should they? There’s nothing to see, just a stone cross, erected during the Victorian memorializing
         boom. I doubt that one Englishman in a hundred will know what happened here. Again, why should they? In the march of their
         rich tapestry it’s barely a dropped stitch. But from my side of the border, this, as they say about football pitches, is hallowed
         ground. Here was the greatest defeat of the Scottish Army. That pibroch that pipers always play at funerals, ‘The Flowers
         of the Forest’, that’s about what happened here. This was where the flowers of the forest were cut down in 1513. It was the equalizer, the home-game decider for Bannockburn. Henry VIII took
         his vaingloriously Renaissance Prince fantasies over to France for a bit of a poseur’s slapping match on the Field of the
         Cloth of Gold, and James IV of Scotland, mindful of his responsibilities under the Auld Alliance with France (though breaking
         his Treaty of Perpetual Peace with England), marched across the border as an act of Catholic solidarity. It wasn’t much of
         an invasion. He meandered about the marches as a gesture. It doesn’t even appear to have had a destination. But an English
         army was dispatched and they met here. The Scots weren’t just beaten, they were thrashed, routed and massacred. James died
         and much of the Scots aristocracy with him.
      

      
      There are any number of Glasgow pub theories as to why the Scots came off so badly, having started off with the high ground.
         All they needed to do was wait. But, piecemeal, they charged down the hill and were cut to confusion. Perhaps the long and
         unfamiliar French pikes Louis had sent as a house present – and that James felt honour-bound to make his army use – were to
         blame? Perhaps the Scots, with their customary lack of discipline or ability to see anything more than red, threw away their
         unassailable advantage. Or maybe half the armies on both sides were borderers and stitched up the result between them. But
         in fact you know, looking across these neat fields of English cover crop at the nicely maintained pheasant woods, that the
         Scots lost because losing was what they were used to. And the English won because it was their destiny to win. With a particularly
         Celtic touch for piling on the pathos, the news of a great Scots victory had already been galloped to Edinburgh. The church
         bells were still clamouring when the horrible, predictable truth limped back across the border.
      

      
      Flodden was the crucially mortal blow for Scotland. You could say it was here that the best chance of Scotland surviving as
         an independent nation state dribbled into the mud. From hereon, it’s a straight and stony path to the exhausted and shabby anticlimax of the Act of Union. James may not adorn as many biscuit
         tins or ballads as Bonny Prince Charlie, and Flodden may not be as memorable as Culloden, but the high romance of the Young
         Pretender was just a postscript to a story that to all intents and purposes ended here for no good reason. If you look at
         the history of Scottish kings from the time of the Norman Conquest, barely one died in his bed, or came to power in an orderly
         manner. James IV was the best hope the nation had had in three centuries. He was clever and civilized. He was popular and
         the closest thing the north got to a Renaissance Prince. The country, for once, was peaceful and united. Edinburgh was beginning
         to become a wealthy cultivated capital and, crucially, he was married to Henry’s sister. Their union would lead to the uniting
         of the island.
      

      
      After Flodden, Scotland was once again flung into confusion. The new king was an orphaned infant, the big neighbour once again
         a meddling enemy. Why did James risk so much for so little, for the pathetically one-sided Auld Alliance, which had always
         done so much to harm Scotland and meant so little to France? The reason seems inescapable. The Scots simply reverted to type.
         Danced to the drum of an ancient tune that always ended in stalemate. It is in their nature to conspire in their own confounding.
         They hadn’t even been beaten by the English king himself, but in his absence by his missus.
      

      
      The battlefield is pretty and benign in the chilly sunlight. Down the road is a squat church with a maudlin air. This is where
         the dead and dying were brought. Around about are the jumbled ossuary pits in which they buried Scotland’s forlorn hope.
      

      
      I don’t know why I’m so drawn to battlefields. Like a morbid picnic, you have to bring with you whatever it is you expect
         to find there. But, living in England so long, I’ve caught the English disease of history: the desire and the ability to overlay
         the current with a film of the past that is supposed to explain and rationalize, but actually shadows and distorts. I’ve gone
         on about Flodden because it’s indicative of two approaches to the past. For the Scots, as for so many small countries with
         powerful neighbours, history is something that’s done to you. For the English, history is something you do to others. That’s
         a vital keystone of Englishness. No other country cultivates and harvests the past to serve the present as single-mindedly
         and comprehensively as the English do, and I envy them that.
      

      
      Absolutely nothing in the whole world gives an Englishman a more quiet, wriggly, warm, smug pleasure than to have an American
         say, ‘What I love about your country is that it’s got so much history, so much more than we have.’ Other nations may have
         more power, wealth, sunshine, sex and better food, but you just can’t buy a past. You can’t retrospectively manufacture breeding.
         But then of course you can, and the English have. It’s a perfectly obvious truth that every square mile of the earth has as
         much history as any other. We all have the same number of ancestors, and all nations have the same amount of time to pick
         over and edit into a national plot. But the English, of all countries in the world, have made their story the premier epic.
         They’ve cornered the market in top-of-the-range history. History is the map that shows you how you got here. It can also be
         a useful guide to how you might continue. But it’s a map that keeps moving, and a set of instructions that are being constantly
         rewritten. How the English stole history is one of the great unsolved crimes.
      

      
      The central belief of Englishness is that they were made by their history. History is the anvil and the hammer was England,
         and the English. That nations are made by their history is what emerged from the fire. Actually, the truth is quite the reverse.
         England has conspired and invented a history that suits and comforts it. History is a moveable wake. It dates as fast as science
         fiction. It’s a great English conceit that their past is written in granite, whilst pretty much everyone else’s is written in sand. Having lived this long with the English reverence for the
         gay pageant of time, I’m always astonished by how little the Europeans make of history and with what ease they will, and indeed
         can, discard the trappings and links to the past to make way for the convenience and comfort of the present. They seem so
         cavalier with it, so spendthrift. For the English, discarding the past is like spending capital. Eating seed corn. In England,
         changing the shape of a telephone box evokes a fury that might be justified by grave-robbing.
      

      
      It was whilst I was writing a story on Germany that I realized what I think is a fundamental difference between English history
         and everyone else’s. England hasn’t actually had that much history, and what it has had has been comparatively bland and picturesque.
         The past is still a pleasant country for the English to visit and ruminate over and make up national fairy stories about.
         There is nothing in England’s story that can compare with the vicious and painful millennia across the channel. They have
         never experienced a thirty years war or an Inquisition. There were no Cathars or Huguenots. No struggles for independence,
         no ebb and flow of invasion. The two World Wars were experienced on a completely different level from the rest of Europe.
         Since the Norman Conquest, with the exception of the Civil War, English history is mostly something that the English did abroad.
      

      
      What I noticed in Germany was that, because their national story was so painful and guilty, the Germans have divorced their
         political past from their cultural past. They find their national pride through music, philosophy, science and literature,
         which exists in a chronology that is separate from their disastrous political history. It also means that there was a Germany
         in art and thought long before it appeared on the map. This would simply be impossible in England. Culture and history here
         are indistinguishable, indissoluble. In the minds of the English they amount to the same thing, so that you will often hear them say with great authority and utter conviction that the trouble
         with European states is that they don’t have much history as countries. They’re only in the infant school, whereas the English
         have the mellow sagacious clear sight of being of a great age, an impeccable vintage. The only dispensation in this over-weening
         patronage is to countries that have had to fight them.
      

      
      What is so extraordinary about this utterly self-serving and bogus view of history isn’t that the English believe it is gospel,
         but that almost everyone else seems to as well. When national characteristics and talents were being handed out and the French
         got style, and the Germans got order and the Italians got being Italian, the English got history. Partially, I suspect, because,
         being a worn-out and dead thing, no one else wanted it. But it was a canny choice, like buying up the world’s back catalogue.
         Owning history has given the English many things: a sense of purpose, a near biblical identity, and been there, done that
         smugness. But above all, it’s given them justification. History justifies their prejudices and makes their slow anger righteous.
      

      
      Like almost everything else, the English invented the rules of history. Naturally, they first claimed a classical precedent
         from the Greek Herodotus and the gossipy imperial Roman propagandists. The seminal text of English history isn’t about England
         at all, it’s about Rome – Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Its cut-glass elegance is a master class in Englishness. You couldn’t imagine a book that was less Italian. It reasserted
         the claim of Classical Rome for Blighty and was a guidebook for the nascent British Empire. The English lifted history from
         being memory, hearsay and supposition, and organized it into an idealized hybrid of science and art. Constituted on empirical
         foundations, but decorated with Corinthian flourishes.
      

      
      There is no doubt that the English manage history more beautifully and inspiringly than anyone else. They’ve made it their
         beautiful game. And you don’t have to be a crabbed old academic to have a go. Essayists, stylists, journalists, poets, mystics and novelists have all taken up history and created
         a canon of splendid grandeur. The facts are handmaidens to the style and the effect, and towering over it all is Shakespeare.
         Revered, avoided, quoted, unread. He gave the English their national legend. He was England’s Moses and led them to a land
         of retrospective milk and honey.
      

      
      Despite all that, your average Englishman knows precious little history, and what he does know is probably handed down the
         ancient Homeric way, as anecdotes via the troubadour television. It’s a disjointed hotch-potch mythology of heroes and events.
         But that doesn’t matter. History is what surrounds an Englishman from the day he is born. It’s everywhere. Like the pictures
         on medieval church walls which promoted the Glory of God for the illiterate, so England is a cartoon strip illustrating the
         propaganda of the past. Anything with the merest, faintest antiquity is preserved and listed and labelled. In England all
         our yesterdays are ever today.
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      I have no idea why I was chosen. A Monday morning letter, sotto voce, conspiratorial, a word to the wise – would I agree to be included in the collection of the National Portrait Gallery? Just
         like that. No explanation. No why or wherefore. An opaque reference to some board who had agreed that I should be elected.
         And there you are. There I was, blindsided by the Establishment.
      

      
      I spend a soft socialist bespokely egalitarian lifetime girding myself against flattery and public displays of vanity. I have
         filed away in the back of my head the letter I would courteously write to turn down a Birthday Honour. I have developed a
         fox’s ear for sycophancy and pray nightly for the power to ‘just say no’ to the bouquets and decorations of social elevation.
         It’s their thing, not mine. It’s an English thing.
      

      
      I’ve seen and reported on it so often. Watched with an undisguised sneer the flushed faces framed by a rented top hat, with
         the proud wives in silly mother-of-the-bride outfits outside Buckingham Palace, holding up the little enamelled brooches and
         grinning that awful grin of the grown-up caught doing something embarrassing and childish: getting a milk monitor badge, being
         made prefect, awarded sporting colours. The little back-hander from the Honours system, a badge that says: 'I worked all my
         life to do something good or exceptional or brave and all they gave me was this bit of tin on a nylon ribbon, and this photographer
         is charging me £.100 for the photograph of me looking like some Queen-fixed dupe, completely chuffed and utterly gormless.’ Bought off by three minutes of patronage.
      

      
      I know how to sidestep that sort of thing: the initials after the name, the honorariums, the letterhead inscriptions, the
         little embellishments on wallets and shirts and linen. The dangling luggage labels of premier service and extra social legroom.
         I’m wary of all that – and then this comes out of the green baize door and whispers, ‘Would you like to be part of the National
         Portrait Gallery?’ The deep, thick, rich tapestry of great English achievement.
      

      
      No one has ever declined. You just can’t say no. There’s no overt benefit here, money doesn’t change hands, you can’t charge
         more for your services afterwards, you don’t have to wear a silly hat, but this is how the Establishment gets you. Of course
         the Gallery denies that it’s Establishment. It smiles its inclusive smile and points to its walls. Here are rogues, poltroons,
         chisellers, revolutionaries, the amoral, immoral, corrupt and corrupting. You’ll feel quite at home here. But I knew when
         I said, ‘Oh yes please’ that I’d crossed some line, that an invisible velvet rope had been undipped to let me pass. I had
         gone from the ws to the them.

      
      They wanted a photograph. I had it taken by Terry O’Neill with an enormous Heath Robinson Polaroid camera. I liked the implication
         of instant and disposable. Black-and-white achievement – it seemed right for a journalist.
      

      
      Having been charmed into being hung with the grand and the cool in a fit of excessive anti-hubris, I never went to see it.
         I kept meaning to and then it was gone. Sunk into the deep reserves of the collection. I doubt it will ever resurface. But
         my daughter saw it on a school trip to the museum. She told me that they’d turned the corner and she’d exclaimed: ‘There’s
         my daddy!’ ‘Oh, is it someone who looks like your dad?’ says the teacher. ‘No, that is my daddy.’ A little choking, Railway
         Children moment. And that’s how vanity and patronage and the Establishment get you. We will all look absurd, swallow principles, step on heads and ringers, and doff caps to impress our children. It’s
         not even the marble of posterity, just the fleeting admiration of a thirteen-year-old. So, what did you think? ‘Well,’ she
         said, ‘You looked kind of mad.’ Angry? ‘No, loony.’
      

      
      The Establishment is a peculiarly English concept. An oligarchy, a club, a freemasonry of Jike-minded and self-serving people.
         Usually men who run the institutions of the nation with a quiet rectitude on behalf of themselves and the status quo and a
         quiet life. The word Establishment comes from the Church. The established Church of the nation. Establishmentarianism is the
         promotion of a state Church, and that word beloved of sixth-form debaters and satirists, ‘antidisestablishmentarianism’, means
         those who oppose the disestablishment of the state Church.
      

      
      The secular Establishment was a much bigger deal for my father’s generation than it is for mine or will be for my children.
         For the men who came back from Hitler’s war, the Establishment was a fifth column whose purpose was to thwart the changes
         of a new order and a new world. The Establishment tried to derail the Health Service. It was the nabobs in the Foreign Office
         who attempted to hold up the dissolution of Empire. For my dad the Establishment was the class system. A secret service. It
         represented everything they fought to change. The marvellously English thing about it was that no one knew who was actually
         a member. The Establishment was a secret society without a roll call. There were people, of course, who were de facto members: judges, bishops, generals, Whitehall civil servants, consultants, presidents of royal societies. And then there
         were the lackeys of the Establishment: NCOs, magistrates, doormen.
      

      
      To accuse someone of having become a member of the Establishment was a dire insult. Peter Cook called his club the Establishment
         as a joke. The Establishment never met in secret conclave, never had public rallies; its members never referred to each other as Establishment figures. It was like a great castle, and only those on the outside could see the
         extent of its walls and fortifications. On the inside, it just looked like a collection of agreeably inoffensive nineteenth-century
         rooms. The Establishment was gentlemen’s clubs and Mayfair restaurants, Members’ enclosures on race tracks and cricket grounds.
         It went to the country at weekends, shot and fished and rode and played golf, and, with winks and raised brows, pursed lips
         and tapped noses, it gently chivvied and guided the nation like a flock of slovenly sheep.
      

      
      There was no corner of the country too insignificant to attract the interference of the Establishment. People would put their
         blighted careers down to their refusal to kowtow to it; planning permission and the price of beer and the pick of the England
         team could all be ascribed to and blamed on the Establishment. It was the most perfectly English invention. It only existed
         because everybody agreed it did. There is a road beside Buckingham Palace called Constitution Hill. We don’t have a constitution,
         and it isn’t a hill. The Establishment was an empty name that was given supernatural powers. The English particularly like
         institutions that have grown without rules or written agreements. They like the world to be unframed – a society formed from
         precedent and common practice. Heritage and good manners are far more compelling than a contract or a rule book for the English.
      

      
      The Zulus have a sprite, a goblin called tokolosh. It comes out at night and climbs up your bed leg. A tokolosh is really, properly frightening, not just a bedtime story. And the reason it’s so specifically terrifying is because everyone
         makes their own. A tokolosh is a bespoke demon constructed out of your deepest fears and insecurities. It knows you. It is the homunculus of your darkest
         thoughts. The Establishment was the tokolosh of the English, a construct of all their insecurity and snobbery, a spittoon for their anger and the slights of life. They were all joined together and made a regiment of faceless, pin-striped
         demons.
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