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To Karl




Preface


I became a journalist at the age of seventy-eight. I’d written books, founded and then edited an academic journal called Changing English for twenty years, and written articles and reviews, but I’d never felt like a real journalist. In early 2011, some months after I’d published a book called Crazy Age: Thoughts on Being Old, I got a message from my publisher that In These Times, an American monthly, wanted to use an excerpt from the book. Quite a lot of that book had originally appeared in another American magazine, a quarterly called Raritan, but I’d had no offers from an American book publisher, so I was delighted to agree. Not long after that, Joel Bleifuss, the editor of In These Times, emailed to ask whether I’d like to write a monthly column for his magazine. I googled the magazine, found that it was described on Wikipedia as ‘politically progressive/democratic socialist’ and accepted instantly. I also discovered that it was founded in 1976, is published out of Chicago by the Institute for Public Affairs, and has an impressive list of past and present contributors, including E. P. Thompson, Noam Chomsky, Herbert Marcuse, Kurt Vonnegut, Barbara Ehrenreich and Slavoj Žižek.


Joel and I have been emailing each other in laconic style ever since. It’s been more than four years. We’ve never met and we’ve spoken only once on the phone. I know a few things about him now: that he comes from a long line of socialists, has a Spanish wife, who reads my column, and three grown-up sons. One of them was working in Africa when one of mine was too. He, his assistant editors and volunteers, never mind his readers, have been unknown and invisible to me. I’ve winged a piece off to him once a month, and it’s usually been preceded by a week of panic as I try desperately to think what to write about before finally getting down to it. There is often far too much in the news or in my life, not all of it suitable, though on one or two occasions I could think of nothing at all. Joel sometimes suggests a subject, and until Karl, my husband, died in 2014, he used to read my pieces carefully and make suggestions for the next one, as my son Sam does now.


Karl has edited pretty well everything I’ve ever written, and going over a piece of writing with him was a bit like a tutorial and might take hours. No emails for him. He never sent or received an email in his life, and he expected you to give him something on paper, on whose margins he made the faintest of pencil marks, in the belief that there was no need in the world to make more than one copy of something that was going to be printed, and pencil marks could be rubbed out. He much preferred his ancient Olivetti to the beautiful Apple desktop computer he was persuaded to buy and which he treated with disdain and as no more than a rogue typewriter with unpleasant habits. We’d sit side by side at the kitchen table. He’d tell me not to get cross, and I’d try not to. Then he’d quietly ask me whether I really meant to say what I’d said at some point, and I almost always took his advice, especially when the answer was ‘No’. He rarely told me I was wrong. He simply asked me to explain whether or why I thought I was right: a fine teaching strategy.


Sometimes my email to Joel and its attachment are not acknowledged for an uneasy week or so; but eventually there’s a message saying ‘Got it’, and a little later on there’s a second one, returning the piece with colourful lines and emendations that make it look something like a map of the London underground. Though this email seems to come from Joel, it’s usually the work of a ‘young person’ who has found my prose and my grasp of facts wanting in a number of ways. I can make neither head nor tail of the ‘track changes’ and the colourful insertions. So I’m inclined to give up trying to and beg Joel to tidy it up for me but leave it more or less as it was. Which, astonishingly, he nearly always does. But he gives me good advice, of the ‘Journalists tend to write in short paragraphs’ kind. There’ve been times when I felt rather as Helene Hanff must have felt writing to Frank Doel and asking him to send her the books she wanted; letters which were later turned into that wonderful book, 84 Charing Cross Road. She was asking for books and also for someone who’d make it possible for her to get to London, whether through her reading or in reality. I’m asking Joel for approval and a sense that what I have to say about London and Britain and my own life there might mean something to a reader in America.


Joel gets his young helpers to do a great deal of fact-checking as, I believe, all American magazine editors do. We all fell out on one occasion when I quoted Prince Harry saying what I thought was the most interesting thing I’d ever heard him say: ‘Sometimes I’m not sure,’ he wondered once in a television programme about him, ‘whether I’m a person or a prince’. The remark was cut from my column because it could not be found anywhere on the Internet. Perhaps I did imagine it. But I doubt whether Harry would have taken me to court if I did. He has much more worrying comments to contend with, after all, poor fellow. So I’ve put it back again here. On another occasion, when I’d written about relations between the old and the young, the fur flew, and I emailed Joel plaintively,






Joel. I’ve gone through these comments. Someone thinks I’m a cross old bag who needs editing. I can’t deal with it. I wanted to think about the differences. I wasn’t trying to suggest that my grandchildren were somehow inferior to me. FAR FROM IT. What do I do?








Joel has a volunteer proof reader of eighty-eight, who has been known to utter ‘So what?’ after reading one of my pieces, so it isn’t only the young who may be sceptical. But I’ve learned from them all: first, to write something more or less 800 words long, and then on one occasion managing to complete a piece in under two hours, which is a record for me.


Every once in a while Joel compliments me, says a piece is beautiful or funny or interesting, and I’m overjoyed. But when I consider the pieces he likes and the ones he likes quite a lot less I’m at sea. I’ve tried to work out what he likes. Is it the pieces about books I’ve been reading or films I’ve seen or the ones about childhood or youthful memories? Or is it the ones about British politics and scandals? I wrote to him at one point, ‘You always like the ones that were hardest to write.’ He also likes me to put in the actual names of friends and family, so he must want me to write out of the particular world I inhabit in London in the twenty-first century. I sent him a photograph of Karl reading the paper in our kitchen, and he was particularly interested in the plates and cups on the dresser. He wanted me to write about Karl’s illness and then his death and how I was coping with it all. But when I obliged and wrote him a piece and followed it three months later with another, he thought the second one was going too far. I’d felt I had more to say and I said it. So that one is here too. I suppose I’m beginning to understand this journalism business, but it isn’t always easy to imagine what Joel’s American readers already know about this country or what they’d like to hear about it. I’ve been told that only 37 per cent of Americans have passports. If that’s true there can’t be all that many of them who are interested in this country or any other, apart from their own.


I’ve tried to imagine the office on North Milwaukee Avenue from which In These Times emerges. My last visit to Chicago was in 1997, when I spoke at a conference there. The occasion is unpleasantly encapsulated – perhaps I mean embalmed – for me by the sandwich I bought in the large international hotel where I was staying, and my horror at finding a dead fly sitting atop the sandwich, incarcerated in its death throes within the transparent packet it shared with what I’d hoped was my lunch. But that’s not fair. I also spent a cool and happy spring morning at Oak Park, the suburb of Chicago where Frank Lloyd Wright built houses, including his own, which is now a museum. And I walked and walked by the lake and elsewhere. My youngest granddaughter had just been born, and between conference sessions I wandered up and down Michigan Avenue looking – unsuccessfully – for a shop where I could buy her a small American garment. I still haven’t bought her one and she is now eighteen and five foot ten.


This may be an appropriate moment to admit that though I can google and email, just about, I’m not good at these things, and – ignominiously – I’ve needed constant help from the younger generation. One of these indispensables has now introduced me to something called Google Street View. So I’ve finally set eyes on the street and the office of the magazine and seen the front of the Discount Store next door, where I could have bought ‘clothing for all the family’ for next to nothing all those years ago. I imagine the editor and his young assistants bicycling efficiently along that wide road, braced for a day’s fact-checking, assembling the magazine and then ‘putting it to bed’. Substituting ‘sprinkler’ for ‘hose pipe’ and querying the use of other anglicisms must be the least of their tasks each month.


My son Sam came up with From the Old Country as a title for my column. It catches pretty well my life as an old person in London as well as Britain during the last years of coalition government and the first year of the Conservative one after that, with all their scandals and ineptitudes, the austerity, the gigantic bonuses, the galloping inequality and the inexorable destruction of the welfare state: the National Health Service, public education and legal aid. Secretly and immodestly, I thought of my pieces as Letters to America, because that’s what writing them felt like, an answer of a sort to Alistair Cooke’s Letters from America. I haven’t been to America for a long time, and I can’t be sure whether the magazine’s readers really want to hear about the particular iniquities and absurdities of the UK, though some of these must be ones they recognise all too well. In These Times manages to be optimistic as well as critical in the writing it publishes and in its layout. It contains lots of interesting photographs, and they usually find a good one to put in the middle of my column. So I’ve included here the pieces I wrote about Occupy and the so-called Arab Spring – though they may seem sadly out of date now – as reminders of that brief moment in 2011 and early 2012, when a youthful politics seemed to be opening like a crocus in February, to be trodden down and forgotten by summertime.


Between October 2011 and September 2012, and in addition to the column, Joel asked me to do some interviews, also something I’d not done before. I’ve included two of these, with Tony Benn and Eric Hobsbawm, because I was lucky enough to talk to these two distinguished men of the Left not long before they died. These are longer here than they were when Joel published them. It seemed worth including most of what was said for their historical interest. I also interviewed Owen Jones, when he’d just written Chavs, and Polly Toynbee of the Guardian, an old friend who is also a journalist I hugely admire and wish I could emulate. They are still very much alive, with weekly columns of their own, so I’ve not included my interviews with them. I am no Polly Toynbee and no Jeremy Paxman, no provocateur or dog with a bone, and I’m probably unduly emollient and fearful of disagreement. Until now I had only interviewed prospective students, and had eventually learned how to wheedle thoughts out of their reticence. Luckily for me, none of my interviewees showed the slightest reticence, and I was impressed by them all and by their determination to work for change in British society and their ability to understand how it might come about. I am, though, quite unable to think of questions, respond to answers and manage to record it all. So I took my grandson, Joe, with me to one or two of the interviews and he recorded them in a surprising if symbiotic relation to his own very interesting musical compositions, while offering fierce and anarchic interpellations from time to time. Another grandchild, Roxana, was less inclined to interrupt and if anything even better at the technicalities.


Many years ago I gave my mother the typescript of a book I’d written. She instantly dropped it down by the side of her bed, and though she retrieved most of it she wondered aloud whether it mattered ‘terribly’ what order she read the pages in. ‘No,’ I replied, ‘not terribly, but it might help.’ These pieces may be read in any order, however. I have arranged them chronologically, as they were written, but they could be read from the back, like a Hebrew prayer book, or very nearly. I offer these pieces and interviews now as anything but exemplary journalism of the sort I relish in writers like Joseph Roth, Janet Malcolm or Andrew O’Hagan, rather as a collection of small windows on these last four years, which have been turbulent for me and far more so for most of the rest of the world.


September 2015




Change


This was my first column for Joel, and it seems to me now that I was announcing – perhaps a little apologetically – who I was: confessing that I was middle-class, had attended a school where I didn’t learn much, was a bit of a technophobe or technofool, and that I was awash in memories of a sort which might seem dull or incomprehensible to an American readership. Here it is. Joel found this beautiful portrait of Sir George Villiers to go with the piece.


I have a problem with history. Always have had. I went to what was known as a ‘progressive’ school, on a free place, because my father taught the piano there. In the junior school I learned about the geography and history of Hampshire, the small southern English county we inhabited. I can still draw its outline with my eyes shut. Later on, I learned about Sir George Villiers, father of the first Duke of Buckingham, who lived from 1550 to 1606 and was so dissolute and fathered so many children that it was statistically likely, we were told, that at least one of our class was descended from him.


My history teacher, who later wrote a book called Uncommon People: A Study of England’s Elite, was contemptuous of convention. He brought his bicycle into the classroom and wore his pyjamas under his coat. He bears at least some responsibility for my difficulty with history and with change, since he eventually threw me out of his class for behaving, as he put it, like the Queen of Sheba. And that was that. I have had to peg out time with personal dates of my own ever since; 1860, for instance, was the year when my great-aunt Clara was born, and she was fifteen when Karl Marx helped her with her German homework in 1875, and so on.


[image: image]


Yet we old ones ought to be historians of our times, registers of subtle as well as momentous change. My grandchildren, after all, study the Second World War at school, along with the Russian Revolution, and my own children learned of little else during their school and university days but the causes of the First World War, that my father remembered in such detail from his teenage years. We grandparents were there, witnesses to it all; yet I am shaky and uncertain when it comes to change itself and not much good at remembering moments when the world spun on its axis. It’s true that I remember dancing to Victor Silvester with my sternly non-dancing father on VE day in May 1945 in the local town hall. But more often time is marked for me by the births of babies, the deaths of my elders or the day in 1985 when I stopped smoking.


My own childhood has acquired the colour-drained, sepia tones of the photographs that document it. Yet what changes there have been! So many wars since the main one, and I do remember my headmistress telling us grimly about the beginning of the Korean War, and of course I remember the Vietnam War and demonstrations against it in Grosvenor Square. But I could not reliably date those wars, nor the elections and the misjudgements that followed them.


I suppose the most astonishing changes of my lifetime really are the technological ones. Those young people in Cairo and in the cities of Libya and Bahrain use the Internet in ways I don’t understand and which surely no one foresaw even ten years ago. My first ‘go’ on a computer was in my university in the late 1980s. I thought of it as a newfangled typewriter to be shared with my colleagues. Yet, primitive as it was, and ignorant as I was, the university was well ahead then of the BBC, where my son worked. I typed out a chapter of a book I was writing, and was told firmly to take great care with ‘saving’ it. I took such care, in fact, that I saved it many, many times, used up all the computer’s available memory and couldn’t, therefore, print a single copy of it. The chapter, which whirred past me, occasionally punctuated by its title, was called ‘An Odd Woman’, as it happens. It took me three or four years to recover my confidence and buy myself an Amstrad word processor.


My first sight of a mobile phone must have been at about the same time. Foolishly, I mocked their early users. Who could possibly want to know where you’d reached on your journey home and whether you weren’t sure there was any milk left? And why on earth would one want to ring one’s friend or spouse or mother from the street, anyway? What possible use were these to anyone, I wondered? Just showing off. My own mobile phone is now so old you can’t text on it (or at least I can’t) or take photographs, and I believe its value, if it has any, is only in its antiquity. It’s not just WikiLeaks and Stieg Larsson’s novels that offer us hacking as the new art form. We now live in a world where the young can topple the old because they know something we can only pretend to understand.


May 2011




Reason Not the Need


Peter Mandelson, the Mephistopheles of the Blair and Brown Labour governments, is famous for remarking that he was ‘intensely relaxed about people getting filthy rich’ so long as they paid their taxes. We are often addressed as ‘taxpayers’ these days, a tactic allowing us to be simultaneously put-upon victims of scams and frauds, and complicit in manoeuvres to produce and sustain the grossest inequalities. The one-time London boss of a large international bank was recalling on the radio here recently that twenty years ago he earned five times his secretary’s salary. The man filling that job now earns more than five hundred times his secretary’s salary. A recent survey established that 74 per cent of Britons regard themselves as middle-class and only 26 per cent as working-class (a big drop). No one, apparently, is prepared to describe themselves as upper-class. So has one kind of equality been gained at the expense of another? The difference between the highest earners and owners and the lowest certainly seems greater than it has ever been, though I suppose the owning of great wealth was better hidden in the past, and perhaps money was more discreetly amassed and spent. We all know now that a top-class footballer (not the very best, but one who plays for a top team) expects to earn in a week about six times the average annual UK salary. Such anomalies abound, and have been exacerbated by the recession. We’re enjoined to take them in our stride because ‘we’re all in this together’.


Rummaging through my great-aunt’s papers, I found a letter my father had written to her in 1918, when he was twelve years old:






I have thought out a scheme for people doing without money. People are always to receive enough to keep them vegitating (to vegitate they needn’t work); but to have luxuries and live, they must work. The right to have more than just enough to keep body and soul together, is the payment of labour. The value of the certificate varies according to the amount of work performed, and the certificates are used accordingly.








He and the aunt who brought him up admired Alexander Kerensky, who had just been ousted as Prime Minister of Russia. Indeed, his aunt had heard Kerensky lecture in London and wrote to tell her nephew that he had a mouth like a letterbox. She wondered whether the Russian language might require mouths to be that shape.


I am struck by the absence of ‘need’ in discussion these days of pay and bonuses and liability to taxation. My father grew up to be a pianist rather than an economist. No surprise there. Money, debt, even mortgages, terrified him all his life. But he had grown up knowing something about ‘need’ and about having more or less than you ‘need’. I have just discovered that my Barclays deposit account paid me under 1 per cent interest on the small amount I have sitting there, and that that same sum was taxed at 20 per cent. I can’t help wondering what the big boss of Barclays can ‘need’ all that money for (£43 million last year, apparently, in salary and bonuses). We’re not allowed to ask. It might look like envy. Does he ever meditate on the discrepancy between his ‘need’ for all that money and the kinds of ‘need’ that a majority of the world’s population knows about?


Will Hutton, a British writer on economics, was asked a year or so ago by the coalition government to ‘investigate the idea of capping senior executive public sector pay at twenty times the lowest-paid person in any public body, but also to examine to what extent such a multiple could become a wider social norm’. He rejected that as an impossible brief (though he doesn’t explain why it is impossible, beyond assuring us that it would be ‘unfair’). Instead, he has proposed a ‘revolution in transparency’ and the introduction of fines and penalties as well as bonuses. Hutton’s report will no doubt be kicked into the long grass like most such reports, on the grounds that administering his scheme would require a vast monitoring paraphernalia, itself subject to penalties and bonuses of its own.


The Spirit Level, by Richard Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, published in 2009, makes a persuasive case for inequality being even more detrimental to societies than poverty: eroding trust, increasing anxiety and illness, encouraging excessive consumption, and so on. There was a huge march through London some time ago, a mustering of discontents, more than a quarter of a million people, brought together by their anger and doubt about the government’s cuts and its dismantling of the welfare state. I hobbled my way to Hyde Park to wave a flag for those forgotten things: equality and need.


June 2011




The Royal We


Joel asked me to write about the royal family, and I imagined he might want a republican diatribe. I was wrong. He emailed me later, ‘I am a big proponent of monarchy, since if we are going to live in a celebrity culture, and it seems inescapable, it is more entertaining as the spectator to watch the private lives of people who are famous via a roll of the genetic dice.’ The pleasure of writing about things you’ve never written about before is that you may discover what you think in the process.


The Queen of England (as I think I’m allowed to call her) has had a busy month. She’s been to Ireland, a triumphant visit and the first time an English monarch has been there for a hundred years. Colm Tóibín, the novelist, voiced a general satisfaction with this new friendliness, which may also serve to promote the interests of an Ireland mired in debt and difficulty. It’s estimated that 100,000 Irish men and women will emigrate this year. Tóibín regards the Queen as ‘dutiful and serious’, which she is. Meanwhile, we’ve been drowning in words like ‘historic’ and ‘symbolism’ and that other awful favourite, ‘iconic’. Thousands of journalists flocked to Dublin, and many more thousands of policemen. A bomb left in a bus on the outskirts of the city was defused the night before the Queen arrived, so the streets were abruptly emptied of people, and the sounds made by a small crowd of protesters 400 metres away were successfully muffled.


The Queen can usually be counted on to say nothing surprising or inflammatory, though the speech she gave in Dublin (rumoured to contain offerings from a distinguished Irish writer) acknowledged a history of suffering and wrongdoing on both sides. Her husband looked as if he wouldn’t mind saying a thing or two, given half a chance. But he wasn’t, and is patiently awaiting his ninetieth birthday. Two days later they were back in London welcoming Barack and Michelle Obama. Think of the effort. Changing the bedding in time, dusting the palace for pernickety Americans, getting organic things in for breakfast. Just working out the seating for the banquet apparently took seven hours. I hope the Duke gave her a hand with that. A friend of mine met the Queen many years ago and was impressed by her gentle cognisance – just this side of Schadenfreude – of the pickle the United States had got itself into over Vietnam. He thought that despite her sometimes grim demeanour she had a sense of humour.


And she’d already managed that wedding. There were several ‘Fuck the Royal Wedding’ parties on 29 April, as well as a lot of the other sort. I was asked to one of the first kind and was embarrassed when my heart sank at the thought of missing it all on television. My host had to cancel his party for quite unroyalist reasons, so I spent a happy morning watching – without my menfolk – the carriages and clothes and hats and bishops, and hearing who’d been asked and who hadn’t. Tony Blair and Gordon Brown weren’t there: a punishment, some say, for outlawing fox hunting. Sarah Ferguson wasn’t there either. Her daughters made up for it in outlandish style. Five dodgy vols-au-vent, some wit pointed out, and Princess Beatrice, the older of the two, could be queen. A survey of people on the day established that less than half the population of the UK watched the wedding on television or on the street.


We’re all, or nearly all, ambivalent about this peculiar institution we’re saddled with and about the recognisably and perhaps forgivably dysfunctional family at its centre. I wish I knew quite why I should want to watch these strange people at their play and in their hats and uniforms doing what they do. I don’t know them. We’ve got almost nothing in common. They spend their days doing things I’ve never done, just as I spend mine doing things they’ve probably never done. I’m not keen on deference or titles and sycophancy or servants or hats or blood sports, let alone Royal Variety Shows or dull military music of the late nineteenth century, nor, indeed, on godly injunctions to love, bear fruit, obey, and so on. I was once at a party to which Princess Margaret had been asked, and was told that if I encountered her I should curtsy at once and on no account leave the party until she had. These seemed impossible orders (I was a foot taller than she was, for one thing) and I ducked both, avoiding the curtsy and slinking off before midnight.


I don’t want to meet them. I just like wondering about them sometimes, as you might about Elizabeth Bennet or Natasha Rostova. Perhaps they long to escape it all, live like the rest of us, or just wander off as Tsar Alexander I is supposed to have done. I can’t imagine a life where one was always on show, there to be admired, perhaps, but also to be excoriated. I couldn’t possibly stand still for hours as the Queen does, without wobbling or falling over. I am curious, however, as millions seem to be, as to how these people do it.


July 2011




Welfare


In July 1956, my new young husband, Karl, and I, with two Scottish folksinger friends, Rory and Alexander McEwen, were driving south after a year at Harvard in Massachusetts. We stopped for gas in Alabama and asked the attendant, foolishly no doubt, where we’d find the singers we most admired in New Orleans: Leadbelly and others. ‘Oh, we got welfare for that,’ he grunted. Bemused, we went on our way. As recent beneficiaries of the new British ‘welfare state’, we were in favour of ‘welfare’. We’d all, if differently, received free university education. Three of us had done two years of National Service, and I would have my first baby a year later on the National Health. Ten years after the end of the Second World War, and we were sure some progress was being made towards greater equality, even some levelling of class difference and division. As it happens, the four of us came from backgrounds that represented pretty well the whole spectrum of class differences in the UK of the day.


[image: image]


I tell this story to illustrate a divergence in the histories of the US and the UK when it comes to thoughts about equality and the different meanings of ‘welfare’. The word still holds both of its historical meanings: well-being and charity. I have lived most of my adult life believing that it was the state’s business to look after the basic well-being – health, education, pensions, and so on – of all its citizens; and that charitable activity and giving should be directed primarily towards the poor in the rest of the world.


But the welfare state has been unravelling for years in the UK, and the unravelling is speeding up alarmingly at the moment. At last the Right has a persuasive justification for reducing the welfare state to the point of destruction. Cutting public services, we are told, is now essential and virtuous, in order to reduce the ‘deficit’ caused by the extravagance and laissez-faire of the last government. In their place, we are offered something called the ‘Big Society’. No one I know or have read has been able to tell me what this means. When Margaret Thatcher famously declared that there was no such thing as ‘society’ in the 1980s, there were some Conservatives who winced. So perhaps this is an attempt by her descendants to retrieve the word for themselves, while airily inflating it. The ‘Big Society’ seems to entail two kinds of change: the willingness of the private sector to step into the gap left by truncated public services and even to find ways to make a profit from them; and a belief that unemployment and poverty will be mitigated mysteriously by some people’s willingness to work for nothing. Added to these will be a whole slew of charitable activities performed by self-selected and supposedly benevolent vigilantes.


The New Labour governments of Blair and Brown persisted with Margaret Thatcher’s privatising of the railways and the principal utilities and with undermining the unions. They also introduced university fees and private investment into the building and running of schools and hospitals. The result has been that the interest to be repaid on those loans currently forms a large part of the national education and health budgets, and helps to justify precisely those cuts that undermine the welfare state most sharply.


The 1950s can look forlorn from here: food and clothes barely out of rationing, bomb sites in London just starting to be cleared so that new buildings might go up. But things were getting better, opening up. The sixtieth anniversary of the 1951 Festival of Britain is being celebrated this year. I remember it for its enthusiasm and its shabbiness. When I left university four years later I was warned that it would be hard to find work. But suddenly things changed, and we expected to get jobs, earn money, find places to live, though we knew we might not escape the shabbiness.


Five of my six grandchildren are sitting important exams this summer; the oldest is finishing university, the others are teenagers. What will their futures be? It is hard to be encouraging. The cost of university education as well as fierce competition for places makes university a less obvious option than it was for me. And when it comes to jobs, professions, work, they hear only of internships, apprenticeships, and these as only accessible through networking and knowing people. They have to contemplate years of expensive study followed by years of unpaid work. This no longer feels like a country for most young men and women, and it’s an uglier place for that.


August 2011




Murdoch and Company


In 2011 the News of the World was closed down for ever. It was also the year of the London riots. We’d got used to scandals and tales of corruption by then. A number of MPs had already been shown to be fiddling their expenses, and several members of the House of Lords were suspended for the same thing. It may well be that these years will be remembered above all for these scandals and for a public exasperation with politics and politicians, with yellow press journalists and with some high-ranking policemen.


We’re high on Murdoch revelations here, and their repercussions are rushing your way. The trigger was relatively parochial. Someone on the News of the World (once the most popular Sunday newspaper in the UK) paid someone else to hack into the phone of a thirteen-year-old girl, Milly Dowler, who disappeared in 2002 and was later found murdered. This was too much; and it brought to a head a long campaign by the Guardian newspaper and others to expose endemic hacking in Murdoch’s News International and to block his bid to acquire the huge and lucrative chunk of the BSkyB television franchise that he didn’t own already.


The story moves so fast that we’re reeling. The rest of the press and broadcasting are gorging on it, alluding to a public ‘outrage’ it’s hard to be sure about, glorying in the carefully rehearsed grovelling of the Murdochs, politicians, police officers, journalists, all implicated in newfangled as well as old-as-the-hills corruption. The News of the World is gone after 168 years. The BSkyB bid has been withdrawn. Two top dogs of London’s police force have had to resign, both angrily implying that the Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, and the Prime Minister, David Cameron, wanted them out to save their own bacon.


We are settling down here for an afternoon’s theatre on television. Murdoch himself, Rebekah Brooks, his ‘flame-haired’ acolyte and quasi daughter at the centre of the story, and Murdoch’s son James will be publicly interrogated by a parliamentary committee. We anticipate an operatic tableau rather than more spilled beans. Lawyers on all sides will be anxious that nothing gets in the way of future criminal proceedings. And Rebekah and Andy Coulson – her predecessor as editor of the News of the World, who had to resign as the Prime Minister’s press officer – have both been arrested and let out on bail.* Rebekah was married at one point to an actor who played a particularly unsavoury East End thug and crook in a television soap. He was once very publicly felled to the ground by his wife. Rebekah apparently goes riding (hacking, indeed) at weekends with the Prime Minister. These facts have not helped her. It took her ten days to resign, and it has been said by rival journalists that she can’t have been much of an editor, since she rejected the offer of the MPs’ expenses scoop on the grounds that there was no sex in it.


The Independent estimates that there are 10,000 private investigators in the UK, some of them holding college diplomas in hacking and bugging. Rupert Murdoch has published apologies in most of the other newspapers, conceding that things at the News of the World, if not elsewhere in his empire, had got out of hand. The original whistleblower there, Sean Hoare, was found dead, probably from drugs and drink. He maintained that hacking was not just widespread across much of the British press, but at News International you could get the sack for not hacking when you were asked to. Many, including Nick Davies of the Guardian, believed him.


The rest of the press has, by and large, wallowed in the belief that public opinion is appalled above all by the hacking of vulnerable people as well as celebrities. But most of us have assumed for some time that such things went on. We may be angrier about the kowtowing of intimidated politicians to Murdoch and his mafia, by their malign influence on this government and the last, and by growing evidence of police corruption and involvement in underhand journalistic activities and, even more, in their cover-up. The police had enough evidence to charge News International with these crimes two years ago, but they didn’t open the plastic bags that contained the evidence. And there’s not much doubt that Murdoch influenced Blair’s decision to fall in with Bush and take us into the Iraq war. His pressure to keep us in a permanently ambiguous relation to Europe, and his rather successful attempts to clip the wings of the BBC, have been resented for a long time.


We have had more than a decade of seriously dodgy public life, starting from the government’s lying about WMDs in Iraq, their encouragement of the banks’ unregulated and risky dealings, along with the MPs’ fiddling of expenses. Gordon Brown has been more or less silent since he ceased to be Prime Minister over a year ago, but last week was a roaring Job in the House of Commons, blaming his most senior adviser for advising him not to investigate Murdoch just before the general election. He had nothing to say about why he took the advice he so disapproved of.
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