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Snobbishness is like Death in a quotation from Horace, which I hope you never have learned, ‘beating with equal foot at poor men’s doors and kicking at the gates of Emperors.’


W. M. Thackeray, The Book of Snobs (1846–1847)


Of course everyone has their own personal criteria as to definitions of social success or failure . . . someone staying with Gerry Wellington [Gerald Wellesley, 7th Duke of Wellington] was unwise enough to refer to a woman they both knew as ‘smart’. Gerry drew in his breath slightly. ‘A nice woman, certainly. But smart? I don’t recollect ever having seen her at the Sutherlands or the Ancasters.


Anthony Powell, Journals 1982–1986


I’ve never come across anyone who wouldn’t rather have an inherited title than one bestowed by the Queen.


Eddy Sackville-West, quoted in Frances Partridge,
Other People: Diaries 1963–1966





Part One



Theory and Practice





1



The Snob Defined




‘I think that is everything, isn’t it? Mr Prendergast?’


‘Cigars,’ said Mr Prendergast, in a stage whisper.


‘Ah yes, cigars. Boys, I have been deeply distressed to learn that several cigar-ends have been found – where have they been found?’


‘Boiler-room.’


‘In the boiler-room. I regard this as reprehensible. What boy has been smoking cigars in the boiler-room?’


There was a prolonged silence, during which the Doctor’s eye travelled down the line of boys.


‘I will give the culprit until luncheon to give himself up. If I do not hear from him by then the whole school will be heavily punished . . .


‘I should think by the look of them they were exceedingly cheap cigars,’ added Mr Prendergast sadly. ‘They were a pale yellow colour.’


‘That makes it worse,’ said the Doctor. ‘To think of any boy under my charge smoking pale yellow cigars in a boiler-room! It is not a gentlemanly fault.’


Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall (1928)





 


 


In the last week of November 2014 sensation-hungry readers of the British press would have found themselves offered a choice of three separate scandals, each featuring a current or former politician. The first was, technically, rather an elderly episode, long thought quiescent but now reanimated and speeding to its death-throes in a libel court as the result of an action brought by the erstwhile government chief whip Andrew Mitchell MP against the Sun, which had published a detailed account of the notorious ‘Plebgate’ affair of two years before. Mr Mitchell, it may be remembered, had been attempting to cycle through the security gates at 10 Downing Street when he was asked by one of the officers on duty, PC Toby Rowland, to dismount. Mr Mitchell, having reluctantly left his saddle, was then supposed to have minted the following rebuke: ‘Best you learn your fucking place . . . You don’t run this fucking government . . . You’re fucking plebs.’ Mr Mitchell resigned his official post not long after news of this encounter broke, but the ramifications persisted and his suit against the newspaper was followed by a counter-writ issued by the policeman himself. After a great deal of legal manoeuvring, on 27 November 2014, Mr Justice Mitting decided that Mr Mitchell, whom he described as ‘childish’, had indeed used the words in question, or something so like them as to make no material difference, and ruled against him on both counts. PC Rowland was awarded £80,000 in damages and the costs, for which Mr Mitchell was liable, were estimated at in excess of £2 million.


Meanwhile, a second scandal had blown up, which at one point threatened altogether to eclipse media coverage of Mr Mitchell and his travails. This was the case of Emily Thornberry, Labour MP for Islington South and Shadow Attorney General. In this relatively senior capacity, she was sent by her party managers to the Rochester and Strood by-election, caused by the defection of the sitting Conservative, Mark Reckless, to help with canvassing. Out among the voters on the morning of polling day – 20 November – Ms Thornberry tweeted to her followers the picture of a house in the constituency draped with St George’s flags and with a white van parked outside captioned ‘Image from Rochester.’ In fact, as several local journalists were quick to point out, the picture had been taken in nearby Strood. Such was the outrage caused, or perhaps only manufactured, by this souvenir from the campaign trail that by the time the polls closed, and shortly before Mr Reckless’s triumph, Ms Thornberry was compelled to put her resignation in the hands of her party leader, Ed Miliband.


Almost immediately, Ms Thornberry’s torment was cut short by news of a third incident. This was the publication of a tape-recording – obtained by the Daily Telegraph – of a disagreement between the former Conservative cabinet minister David Mellor, MP for Putney between 1979 and 1997, and the taxi-driver ferrying him across London over the latter’s choice of route. Mr Mellor, who as more than one commentator pointed out had form in cases of this kind, not only became overbearing but insisted on his superior status. ‘You think that your experiences are anything compared to mine?’ he demanded at one point. Another part of the harangue included the words ‘You don’t need to worry about someone who’s been in the cabinet, who’s an award-winning broadcaster, who’s a Queen’s Counsel. Treat me like shit, ruin my wife’s day . . . and if you think you’re going to be sarky with me, get a better education . . .’ Mr Mellor later told the media that he regretted losing his temper but still believed that the flare-up was the driver’s fault.


The distinguishing mark of these very different episodes was the single moral failing that appeared to lie at their core and was thought to explain the unacceptable behaviour of the people caught up in them. Mr Mitchell’s arraignment hinged not on the fact that he had sworn at the police officers manning the gates of 10 Downing Street, through which it might be thought inadvisable for any cyclist to proceed, however grand his rank, but that he had used the word ‘plebs’, a Latin term that might be translated as ‘common people’. Mitchell, according to the verdict of the press, was a ‘snob’. It was the same with Ms Thornberry and her resignation letter. Useless for her to protest that this was the kind of house she herself had grown up in, and that she was merely registering the continuing existence of the demographic from where she had sprung rather than surreptitiously sneering at it. No, she was a snob, a member of a lofty metropolitan elite, and the modern Labour Party could not be seen to tolerate the supposedly patronising attitudes she was thought to be espousing. As for Mr Mellor, quite apart from losing his temper, he had committed the unpardonable sin of sneering at an ordinary person who had made the mistake of challenging him and mocking him for his lack of worldly success. He, too, everyone agreed, was a snob.


Mr Mitchell had called a group of policemen by a Latin name. Ms Thornberry had tweeted a picture of a house that reminded her of her childhood. Mr Mellor had made a vainglorious ass of himself. The fact that they were all assumed to be guilty of the same crime suggests that snobbery occupies a central place in the modern demonology and that, short of calling someone a racist or a paedophile, one of the worst charges you can lay at anyone’s door here in the early twentyfirst century is to suggest that they happen to be a snob. But what constitutes snobbishness? Who are the snobs and where are they to be found? What are their distinguishing characteristics? How do the symptoms declare themselves? Standard dictionary definitions are, at best, unhelpful. Having noted that ‘snob’ is of unknown origin, the Shorter Oxford gives a first usage date of 1781, when the word meant a shoemaker or cobbler, then defines it as Cambridge slang from the 1830s applied to anyone who was not a member of the university, before quoting a 1852 usage of ‘a person belonging to the lower classes of society’. Interestingly, this line of descent ignores William Makepeace Thackeray’s memory of his time at Cambridge in the late 1820s: ‘We then used to consider Snobs raw-looking lads, who never missed chapel; who wore highlows [a type of half-boot] and no straps; who walked two hours on the Trumpington Road every day of their lives; who carried off the college scholarships and who overrated themselves in hall.’


A final entry gets us closer to the accepted modern usage – ‘one whose ideas and conduct are prompted by a vulgar admiration for wealth or social position’ – but even that is not particularly close. For the fates of Messrs Mitchell and Mellor and Ms Thornberry would seem to suggest that contemporary ideas of snobbery rely on the assumption of an essentially class-based superiority: upper-class people looking down on the petit bourgeoisie; middle-class property owners smiling smugly at the feckless inhabitants of the local council estate; people with £40,000 a year shaking their heads over the bizarre lifestyles favoured by those with £20,000. On the other hand, it takes only the merest glance at a daily newspaper to register the multitudinous uses to which the word ‘snob’ is currently put, and the difficulty of arriving at a definition of a term used so promiscuously that it shows every sign of transforming itself into one of those tantalising abstract nouns like ‘liberal’, now employed with such indiscriminate enthusiasm that it might be thought to have very little meaning at all.


Here, for example, is an extract from a letter which appeared in the i newspaper sometime in March 2015, commenting on the admissions policy operated by certain grammar schools in the West Midlands whereby 20 per cent of the places are reserved for children from poor homes from whom slightly lower standards of attainment are required. What, the correspondent demands, is this ‘dreadful middle-class prejudice’ that enthuses whenever poorer intelligent children are given an intellectual advantage over their peers? ‘If you are poor and of average intelligence, or less, what then?’ The writer concluded that ‘intellectual snobbery is as pernicious and ugly as any classism’. So, separating one child from another on grounds of intellectual attainment is, apparently, ‘snobbish’. But so, according to one kind of social commentator, is preferring opera to Taylor Swift. On the other hand, to like opera instead of grime, or to think Proust superior to J. K. Rowling, or imagine that polo has the edge on darts is not necessarily a badge of class. Clearly, snobbery has something to do with an area that is important to class without ever dominating it, that vague but enticing abstract taste.


Let us extend the range of evidence with some more news stories that rest on the imputation of ‘snobbery’, all of them taken from British newspapers during a single week in the summer of 2015.




•  The Guardian ‘Saturday Sketch’. This finds Zoe Williams paying a visit to the Carron fish bar in Aberdeenshire, whose proprietors in 1992 invented the deep-fried Mars Bar. In defying an order to take down a sign commemorating the fact, the shop has apparently ‘fought off a council’s snobbery’.


•  The Eastern Daily Press article by Lynne Mortimer enquiring ‘Who knew that gardens were a sign of your class?’ and quoting the ‘etiquette expert William Hanson’ who had suggested that ‘hanging baskets are the calling cards of the lower middle class’ and that ‘No one, trust me, no one, of any remotely decent stock has a patio’ (the correct word is ‘terrace’).


•  The i comment piece by Memphis Barker, examining the Times Educational Supplement’s list of the Top 100 works of fiction that ‘every student’ should read before they reach secondary school, and headlined ‘Stand aside book snobs – teenagers are better judges of fiction’. Although irked by the appearance on the list of Angus, Thongs and Full-Frontal Snogging, Barker concludes that ‘Book snobs and aspiring book snobs (a badge I claim) can relax, as such examples of respectable literature as Nineteen Eighty-Four, Pride and Prejudice and The Catcher in the Rye all make the top ten.’





Significantly, the conceptions of ‘snobbery’ conveyed in these extracts are all slightly different. To the Guardian, which attributes to Aberdeenshire Council a wish that its traders shouldn’t ‘lower the tone’, snobbishness consists of trying to ban the promotion of foodstuffs thought – by whom exactly? – to be somehow plebeian. Mr Hanson is performing the very old trick of identifying a social signifier for the benefit of the status-conscious middle classes. The implication of Memphis Barker’s piece is that to make a judgement insisting that one piece of art is ‘better’ than another is inherently snobbish, an assumption which among other things suggests that every literary critic from F. R. Leavis to John Carey has simply been wasting their time. In some ways, the letter to i about the Midlands grammar schools’ selection criteria is odder still. It may not be good for a child’s sense of self-worth to separate one eleven-year-old from another on grounds of academic ability, but is it an example of snobbery? One might as well say that awarding a BA student a 2:1 rather than a 2:2 is snobbish, or allowing a PhD candidate to pass cum summa laude. There comes a point in everyone’s life when a judgement about their intellect, their credentials for a job or their qualifications for a relationship with another person will have to be made: they can’t all be snobbishly arrived at, for the essence of snobbery lies in a distinction made for the wrong reasons.


A snob, all the evidence insists, is one who delights in making judgements that are based on arbitrary criteria: wanting a duke’s approval of your books rather than a professor of literature’s, making assumptions about a householder’s worth based on the tidiness of his box hedges, assuming that to live in Yorkshire is morally better than to live in Essex. On this reading, snobbery exists in all walks of life, at all social levels and in all social categories, and is as likely to be found in a refugee camp or at the checkout at Aldi as in a moated grange or the library of a Pall Mall gentlemen’s club. Most left-wing Labour MPs are snobs. Jeremy Clarkson is a snob. George Orwell, when it came to preferring beaujolais to ‘colonial claret’, or dressing for dinner, was a snob. The Scottish Nationalist is a snob. The Merseysider who ostentatiously talks through his nostrils and employs the stop fricative in order to pronounce ‘Those’ as ‘Dose’ is a snob, as is the non-Merseysider who moves to Liverpool and makes a point of trying to talk like the natives. The parents who, when casting a suspicious eye over their child’s university application form, mutter the words ‘Isn’t that a former polytechnic?’ are snobs. Evelyn Waugh, who as a teenager habitually walked down the road from his parents’ house in Golders Green, London NW11 to post his letters in Hampstead so they should be dignified with the NW3 post-office frank, was a colossal snob. The row of council houses in Hodgson Road, Norwich, where my father lived in the 1930s was, according to his recollection, an absolute hotbed of snobbery, with each of the sixteen resident families gamely contriving to prove that they were superior to the people next door. Snobbery, it might reasonably be argued, is a key to our national life, as vital to the backstreet family on benefits as to the proprietor of the grandest stately home, an essential element in our view of who we are and what the world might be thought to owe us.
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On the other hand, the absolute centrality of the snob to nearly all forms of modern social interaction is frequently hidden from public view. While some kinds of snobbery are conspicuous – the Porsche ostentatiously drawn up on a verge otherwise filled with Ford Mondeos, the one girl in the class who has been taking elocution lessons – the majority of snobs pursue their craft by stealth. The claim to social or moral distinction can be conveyed by an agency as subtle as an undone button, a gesture, a glance, an intonation, the pronunciation of a certain word – tiny signals, admittedly, but readily deciphered by anyone in the know. Two much complained about snob archetypes in the inter-war era, for example, were the debutante who, having been presented at court, went on to supper at the Ritz with feathers still in her hair, and the man on the way back from Ascot who wore a Royal Enclosure badge in his buttonhole. In some ways this is a consequence of the snob having two audiences – the fellow snob with whom he wants to claim affiliation and the outsider whom he wants either to impress or leave trembling with a sense of his own insignificance. Public intimations of snobbishness, consequently, exist on several levels, rarely explicit, often camouflaged, seldom making an outright claim to superiority, nearly always requiring some kind of decoding. Here, for example, are four snob ‘statements’, the first two more or less brazen, the third cunningly disguised as something much less offensive, the fourth more or less unconscious but breath-taking in some of the assumptions it conceals.




‘The kind of man who has to buy his own furniture.’ The famous description of Michael Heseltine offered by his 1980s cabinet colleague, Michael Jopling, and enough to brand Heseltine for all time as a counter-jumping parvenu. Proper people, the subtext runs, come from families sufficiently well established for the younger generation to inherit the contents of their drawing rooms.


‘Someone who has not set foot in a decent educational establishment.’ The reaction of Independent co-founder Stephen Glover, a product of Shrewsbury School and Mansfield College, Oxford, to the news that the paper was now to be edited by Simon Kelner, an alumnus of the University of Central Lancashire. Even if it could be proved that the University of Central Lancashire was not a decent educational establishment, this provenance has no bearing on the ability of Mr Kelner, who by this stage in his career – 1998 – had spent several years occupying senior editorial roles in Fleet Street, to run a national newspaper.


‘She was a perfectly adequate chemist. I mean nobody thought anything of her.’ The Somerville College science don Janet Vaughan remembering Margaret Thatcher, sometime after her former undergraduate pupil had become prime minister. A remark quite as snobbish in its way as that of Michael Jopling in which Ms Vaughan is quietly judging a politician whose policies she disliked by the standards of a bygone Oxford common room. Note, too, the insinuation of that ‘perfectly adequate’.


‘I’m not used to people talking to me like that. Not because I think I’m Mr Superstar but because I’m not fucking having it. Basically, because I’m from Woking and I don’t give a fuck, d’you know what I mean?’ The musician Paul Weller, after having an album by his band the Style Council rejected by the managing director of the Polydor record label. This is a classic example of inverted snobbery. What does the fact that Weller comes from Woking have to do with his attitude to his music? Or with anything else?





All this allows us to move towards a definition of snobbishness that goes further than, say, the straightforward worship of aristocrats or not wanting the tone of your high street lowered by a sign advertising deep-fried Mars Bars. Snobbery, the foregoing illustrations suggest, is a matter of closed circles, exclusive groups, knowing the jargon and knowing how to behave, a perpetual keeping-up or extending of appearances conditional on the approval of people who aren’t in a position to keep them up themselves. As such, it frequently declares itself to be a matter of tone. The critic P. N. Furbank once described the style of Anthony Powell’s literary journalism, in which much is hinted but little explicitly resolved and direct statements are scrupulously avoided, as an exercise in ‘refrigeration’, or keeping your readers at one remove, the author, in effect saying to his audience, ‘You would have to know me a great deal than is at all likely before I would be prepared to tell you what I really thought about the subject under discussion.’ My own view is that Powell is not, by and large, a snob – reproached once for his fixation on books of genealogy he insisted that he would buy Debrett’s Guide to Bank Clerks if such a volume existed. But the snob makes a virtue of refrigeration. He doesn’t want the majority to know him better because that knowledge would destroy the sacredness of his own position. His greatest wish is to remain in the minority, to find whatever is the majority view and dissent from it, a construction job in which any materials will do. Richard Rees once described Orwell as ‘a fugitive from the camp of victory’, meaning that no triumph in the battle for progress and equality was ever good enough for his high-minded friend, that to achieve maximum results the tent had constantly to be unpitched and carried a few yards further up the track. So with the snob, who moves on continuously from one engagement to the next, always in search of an opportunity to assert himself, to prove his quality at the expense of those around him.


Slippery, elusive, never wanting to be pinned down, snobbery nonetheless has certain hard-and-fast rules.




Snobbery is ultimately reciprocal. It only exists because it is encouraged or, in certain circumstances, reluctantly tolerated. After all, you can only put on airs if you live in an environment where the putting-on of airs is a behavioural given. Most acts of snobbery, consequently, involve the striking of a bargain between the chief party to the transaction, the snob, and his or her willing or at least pliable accessory, the sub-snob, in which both sides are complicit. In the late 1960s my father was once travelling home to Norfolk from the FA Cup final with my maternal grandfather. My father worked for the Norwich Union Insurance Group, from which my grandfather had recently retired. When they stopped at a fish-and-chip shop in Thetford my grandfather insisted that they eat the food in the car rather than on a bench outside the shop on the grounds that Mr Basil Robarts, the Norwich Union’s Chief General Manager, known to have been at the match, might be passing in his car. Mr Robarts may not have been a snob but this kind of behaviour was calculated to turn him into one.


In much the same vein, the ‘Alex’ cartoon strip in the Daily Telegraph once featured an episode in which its corporate financier hero is asked by his boss, Rupert, to have lunch with a rising young man who is about to be offered an important job. The newcomer has an impressive track record, and has reached his present eminence in the City by way of a comprehensive school and an MBA degree. All that is needed is a reference from some school friend or associate who knew him in this early period of his life. The final frame shows Alex telephoning Rupert from a restaurant table where his masterful-looking companion is smoking a cigar. ‘He says he’s rather lost touch with them,’ Alex reports. ‘Excellent, no worries on that score,’ Rupert replies.







Snobbery is universal. No social class, intellectual category or art form is immune to the snob virus. On the evidence of his recently published letters that great liberal and free-thinker Sir Isaiah Berlin, who admitted that he preferred the company of ‘distinguished people’ to those less distinguished, was a snob. Eyewitness accounts of the career of Robbie Williams around the time of Britpop suggest that he was an inverted snob, an immensely talented commercial songwriter who became horribly insecure in the company of much less successful ‘indie’ bands whose ‘edginess’ he craved. The finely calibrated social judgement can be glimpsed in every branch of the media, from the Tablet to the People’s Friend. Routinely commended for its anarchic spirit, the adult comic Viz in fact occupies classic lower-middle-class snob territory, equally keen to poke fun at such low-level harpies as Sandra and Tracey, the ‘Fat Slags’, or upper-class air-heads, as in ‘The Totes Amazing Adventures of the, like, Kewl Chix’. Viz’s bugbears, it turns out, are promiscuity, vulgarity, sexism, cheating the benefits system (‘Foul-mouthed Mobility Scooter Woman’) and drunkenness – all highly respectable petit-bourgeois complaints.


The best snob-anatomists are likely to be snobs themselves. Nowhere does the takes-one-to-know-one principle work more effectively than in the medium of snobbery. Julian Fellowes’s Snobs (2012), for example, is a classic demonstration of insider knowledge put to ripe artistic effect. Thackeray, famously, subtitled The Book of Snobs (1846–1847) ‘By One of Themselves’. The fascination of Evelyn Waugh’s novels Decline and Fall (1928) and Vile Bodies (1930), satires of the ‘smart’ Mayfair world of the late 1920s, stems from the author’s complex relationship with his material. If not quite a paid-up ‘Bright Young Person’ himself, Waugh had certainly studied the Bright Young People at close hand. Half of him, consequently, stands on the outside of this cavalcade of night-long fancy-dress parties looking out, and the other on the outside looking in, and the resonance of these despatches from the Belgrave Square front-line is only enhanced by the reader’s suspicion that Waugh is framing a milieu of which he himself is a part. The same point can be made of Simon Raven’s connection to the subject matter of his early novels. When Jacinth Crewe, in Brother Cain (1959), expelled from his public school and asked by the headmaster how his parents will take it, replies, with maximum snobbishness that they are ‘respectable in their locality’, he is probably only echoing what his creator said when he was expelled from Charterhouse a decade and a half before. Significantly, Raven’s biographer shows him to have delighted in the minutiae of upper-class etiquette, particularly when it was being explained to him by Old Etonians. As Raven himself once put it: ‘the point about these chaps was that they were amiable, funny, civilised and snooty – even at one’s own expense, though this was usually expressed ironically: “You know your trouble, Raven, you don’t quite hold your fork right.” And one never held it wrong again, you see.’


Snobs like to see their snobbishness celebrated. A special place is reserved in the snob pantheon for the great snob-codifiers – Thackeray’s The Book of Snobs, the Punch cartoonist H. M. Bateman, with his remorseless exposés of déclassé behaviour (‘The Man Who Threw a Snowball at St Moritz’, ‘The Colonel Who Talked About Horse-Riding in the Mess’), Stephen Potter’s Lifemanship, Nancy Mitford’s Eden-era compilation Noblesse Oblige, subtitled ‘An Enquiry into the Identifiable Characteristics of the English Aristocracy’, with its distinction between ‘U’ and ‘Non-U’, Ann Barr and Peter York’s Official Sloane Ranger Handbook. Then there are the great snob heroes of fiction – Pride and Prejudice’s Lady Catherine de Bourgh, The Honourable Mrs Skewton in Dombey and Son, Mrs Sparsit (‘whose husband was a Powler’) in Hard Times, P. G. Wodehouse’s Psmith (‘the ‘p’ is silent as in physic, ptarmigan and phthisis’), E. F. Benson’s Mapp and Lucia . . . The list is practically infinite.


The man who most loudly proclaims his lack of snobbishness is the most likely to be a snob. See in particular the people who preface conversations with statements such as ‘I can truthfully declare that I haven’t a snobbish bone in my body . . .’ or ‘In the interests of equality . . .’ before producing some altogether outrageous evidence of their own in-built superiority. This tendency is especially evident in the media. It scarcely needs saying, for example, that the most snobbish newspaper in the country is the Guardian.


There is a difference between snobbishness and pedantry. The subscriber who writes to Harpers and Queen to complain that the social editor has referred to ‘Lady Agatha Crisparkle’ rather than ‘the Dowager Countess of Crisparkle’ or that the Marquess of Loamshire’s youngest son should be addressed by his courtesy title of ‘Lord Algernon Dymme’ rather than ‘Lord Dymme’ is not necessarily a snob.


The problem of the inverted snob. In his contribution to Noblesse Oblige, Professor Alan S. C. Ross states categorically that there are two kinds of snobs: true snobs and inverted snobs. Both kinds respect a person the more the better bred he is. ‘True snobs indicate this in their behaviour to, and in their conversation about, persons of good family, though they do not usually admit this. In their conversation about (but not in their behaviour to such persons), inverted snobs indicate that they respect a person the less the better bred he is.’ According to Professor Ross, one would expect to find a third grouping – those who really do respect a person the less the better bred he is and indicate it – and yet ‘this third category does not appear to exist’. It is a mark of snobbery’s development (or debasement) over the past sixty years – Professor Ross was writing in 1956 – that the concept of inverted snobbery should have undergone a fundamental transformation, to the point where many a modern inverted snob actively despises his or her social superiors. For an alternative inverted snob stance see the remarks about Robbie Williams, above.





All this raises fascinating questions about snobs’ likely political affiliations, their aesthetic stance and philosophical make-up. It is, for some reason, usually assumed that the snob is a Conservative, and yet some of the greatest snobs in the history of twentieth-century British politics, for example Tom Driberg and Richard Crossman, have been members of the Labour Party. On the other hand, the true snob is rarely a democrat. Snobbery, close analysis insists, is essentially oligarchical, a matter of conspiratorial intimacy and highly priced admission tickets, using whatever materials are to hand to reinforce the alliances of which you are a part, in the way that Benjamin Disraeli, with a dozen bestselling novels under his belt, greeted the news that Queen Victoria was to publish a volume of her Highland journal with the flattering salutation ‘We authors, ma’am.’ It is also intensely romantic and, above all, idealistic. In his attitudes to the world beyond the window, the snob may, like many conservatives, look backwards to a landscape where things were better ordered and conditions more suitable for the kind of life he wishes to lead, but he will also look forward to an ideal world where the sometimes rough-and-ready principles currently on display will acquire a solidity they do not currently possess.


There is one final question to be answered before we journey off into the snob-jungle. What are my qualifications for presuming to write about snobs? Well, to borrow Anthony Powell’s immortal phrase, it is all a question of upbringing. As the son of a man who graduated from a council estate to a white-collar job by way of a grammar-school scholarship, and a woman whose grandfather ran a tiny grocer’s shop in a Suffolk market town, I knew all about petty social distinctions from an early age. My father, in particular, was constantly alert to the threat of patronage from those superior to him in the social scale and used to do a mocking impression of a woman he had once sat behind at a classical concert enquiring of her neighbour ‘Dahs wan hev wan’s years pee-arsed?’ (i.e. ‘Does one have one’s ears pierced?’). On the other hand, he was routinely disparaging of ‘yobs’ and men who appeared in public without ties, read the Daily Telegraph until the day he died, and regarded the half-minute he once spent in the company of the Queen as the apogee of his life. The direct grant school I attended in the 1970s, though socially mixed, was snobbish to a degree, one of the principal divisions, oddly enough, being between boys who lived in Norwich and farmers’ sons from the surrounding countryside, many of whom arrived at the school gates to shouts of ‘Tractor!’ As a bookseller’s assistant I more than once assured a customer in search of some low-brow item that ‘I’m afraid we don’t stock that sort of book.’ My Oxford college boasted a real-live viscount, on whom the other young gentlemen fawned shamelessly when they got the chance, as well as a contingent of no-nonsense ‘northern’ students whose contempt for the soft, decadent south in which they now had the misfortune to reside knew no bounds. And then, for a time in the 1980s and 1990s, I worked in the City of London, a world whose essential characteristics were neatly epitomised for me by the marketing partner of Messrs Coopers & Lybrand, as PricewaterhouseCoopers then was, who once remarked of his underlings’ habit of wearing suede shoes rather than black Oxfords, ‘We’re not civil servants, you know.’


Am I a snob? I really hope not. I am certainly not of what used to be called a ‘good’ family, and the family tree purporting to show that my grandmother’s forebears the Castells were descended from a Spanish clan named the di Castelli who ‘came over’ – that wonderful phrase – with William the Conqueror was long ago proved a fake. I am certainly not a ‘gentleman’ – a word in any case thought (by Anthony Trollope) to have no meaning as long ago as the 1870s. And yet, and yet . . . Only the other week, asked by my wife to pin down the character of a man newly arrived in the neighbourhood, I found myself, to my shame, offering the reply ‘Rather minor public school.’ I couldn’t begin to explain the complexities of this judgement, and what it means in terms of one middle-aged man’s relation to another, but the fact remains that it was a highly – no, a definitively – snobbish remark. All of which confirms my suspicion that, as we embark on this voyage in search of the snob, track down his and her habitats, aims and assumptions, and marvel at the idiosyncrasies they so proudly display, we are in it together.





School Parents (see page 230)
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Heroes and Villains:


Katie Price, Lord Prescott and Others




I almost forgot – the two subalterns who went up with the farmhouse . . . Both of them, it seems, were of Downing College and the Welsh Regiment, so that’s quite all right.


Simon Raven, The Fortunes of Fingel (1976)





Back in 2010 Miss Katie Price, formerly the glamour model Jordan, paid a visit to the Norwich branch of Waterstones to promote her latest bestselling novel. The event was widely publicised, and merited a lavish feature article in the local paper, the Eastern Daily Press. Miss Price, who brought her own security guards, sat signing books in regal splendour and had instructed her minders to discourage fans from conversing with her, attracted an audience of several hundred people. Most of those queueing up for their half-minute audience with the cover star of Heat, OK! and other publications expressed warm approval of the proud if somewhat sulky-looking author. Miss Price, one of them told the Eastern Daily Press reporter, was an astute businesswoman who deserved every credit for earning sufficient money to support her ever-growing family. Curiously enough, the only faint hints of disparagement came from members of the Waterstones staff. ‘We looked her up on the internet,’ a sales assistant confided, ‘and it said that she didn’t even write her own books.’ The inference was clear. This was a bookshop, a temple of learning, culture and sophistication. Miss Price, with or without her nimble-fingered ghost, was a barbarian interloper, and the university graduates behind the till clearly despised her, even as they took her readers’ money.


[image: Illustration]


The snob, somebody once observed, is nothing if not conspicuous. Snobbery, after all, consists in the main of imposing yourself on a social situation, pulling rank, indicating, with varying degrees of subtlety, your own detachment from the people in whose presence you find yourself. Victims of snobbery, on the other hand, are much harder to establish, if only because the snob-victim often turns out to be a snob himself, worsted in conflict by a superior being, cast off from Mount Olympus and forced to take refuge on a subsidiary crag. William Trevor once wrote a cruelly ironic short story about a middle-aged woman taking a solitary vacation in a Swiss hotel. Her path through life is both governed and sanctified by a belief in her own gentility. Each brief interaction with her fellow-guests allows her to define the behavioural terms she brings to the world and bolster her self-regard, and the tentative advances of the raffish hotel chef are stoutly repulsed. If her aspirations have a symbolic focus it can be found in an upmarket women’s magazine called L’élégance that lies on the drawing-room table; it is regarded by her as the acme of style, breeding and moral suavity. All is comfort, serenity and genteel chit-chat until the arrival at the hotel of a brace of upper-class ladies who swiftly divine that she is not their social equal. There is a particularly awful moment when one of them spots the copy of L’élégance and sniffs that she is surprised they take ‘that rag’ here. Chastened and resentful, our heroine is last seen en route to the chef’s cottage in search of solace.
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