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	  To Buster,
who travelled most of the way with me






      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      Most of the articles and essays which follow were first published in newspapers and magazines between the autumn of 1965 and
         the summer of 2008. The only exceptions are extracts from Goodbye to Yorkshire, A Yorkshire Boyhood and Who Goes Home?, which were published during the same period.The articles are reproduced more or less in their original form – including
         the (occasionally execrable) headlines. Origin and date of first publication are identified at the end of each piece. In theory
         the articles have been grouped together according to subject matter. Often the association is vague. Sometimes it is tenuous.
         Once or twice it is non-existent. ‘From the Original Story’ has been added to the pieces on English literature because I so
         enjoyed writing it and in order to demonstrate that even that sacred subject should not be treated too seriously.
      

      Three of the regular columns which I wrote during those forty-three years – ‘Listening to England’ for the Guardian, ‘In Search of England’ for the Daily Mail and ‘Letter from Arcadia’ for the Spectator – were overt and unashamed expressions of affection. Rereading other articles from the same period – columns for the Spectator, the Listener, Punch and the Guardian and occasional pieces for The Times and Observer – I realised that many of them were, subconsciously, variations on the same theme. My only excuse is that they represent
         my genuine feelings about the England that was, is and yet may be.
      






      INTRODUCTION

      I freely admit to being a strange sort of patriot. I have never believed in the unique virtue of the Anglo-Saxon race and
         I cannot bring myself to rejoice in the thought that once upon a time the sun never set on the British Empire. Nor – even
         during my wartime school-days – did I glory in the myth that ‘soldiers of the queen . . . had always won’. Long before I had
         heard of Isandhlwana and Majuba Hill, I found it impossible to celebrate the superiority of the Maxim gun over the spear.
         Even my exposure to the patriotic muse did not make me a juvenile John Bull. I preferred ‘laughter learned of friends and
         gentleness under an English heaven’ to ‘let dusky Indians whine and kneel, an English lad must die’. I still do.When a clamour
         arose for Saint George’s Day to be made an official holiday, I suggested (in The Times) that the proper English reaction to such a suggestion was embarrassment.
      

      
         I am an Englishman. My passport was issued by the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and it describes me
            as a British citizen. But English is what I feel and, therefore, English is what I am. I have never believed that my nationality
            made me superior to ‘lesser breeds without the law’ or that, thanks to an accident of birth, I possessed elevated views on
            liberty, democracy and tolerance which are denied to other races. My allegiance is cultural (which means William Shakespeare
            and cricket) and geographical (which means the Peak District and the Pennines) and usually I do not make a fuss about it.

         
             Indeed not making a fuss about being English seems to me an essential ingredient of Englishness. If we possess a national
            characteristic which should be (in Shakespeare’s ungrammatical words) ‘the envy of less happier lands’, it is our emotional
            reticence – the ‘modest stillness’ which Henry V regarded as the proper response to peace and security. American school children
            swear an oath of allegiance to the flag which they fly on their public buildings because the United States is a new country
            which is unsure of its identity. Italian city squares are decorated with statues of the heroes of the Risorgimento because
            Italy was only ‘unified’ a hundred and fifty years ago.The Scots and Welsh proclaim that Scotland and Wales are nations in
            their own right because – very reasonably in my view – they want their countries to be neither treated nor regarded as an
            adjunct to England.We English do not need to behave in those flamboyant ways and we lose something that is essentially English
            if we start to copy the behaviour of less secure nationalities.
         

         When Gordon Brown wrote about ‘common values’ which bind the Union together he was really describing the virtues which should
            inform any civilised society and I very much doubt if Jack Straw, who soon sets off on a journey of exploration, will return
            with a definition of citizenship which is exclusive to Britain (and Northern Ireland) as a whole – unless he comes to the
            Victorian conclusion that only we were given divine dominion over palm and pine. But there is one characteristic which at
            least distinguishes the English from equally admirable races. And I will gladly give his peripatetic researchers suitably
            diffident evidence on the subject. We pride ourselves on not boasting about being English.
         

         When G. K. Chesterton wrote of ‘the people of England, that never have spoken yet’, he did not mean to suggest that we had
            nothing to say for ourselves – merely that while other nationalities ‘talked of freedom, England talked of ale’. We chose
            that subject because, being free, we did not need to assert the importance of liberty and because we would have been embarrassed
            to proclaim our love of what we knew to be our birthright. If we abandon that natural reserve and replace it with oaths, flags, national days and long-winded statements of the civic virtues to which we should all aspire, we may do something to create
            a feeling of ‘Britishness’. But an essential part of what it means to be English will be destroyed.
         

      

      Men who wear roses in their button holes on 23 April will be offended to learn that I explain my affection for England with
         an analogy from farmyard psychology. But it does reflect my honest position. Chickens are infatuated by the first bird that
         they see after they have cracked their way out of the egg. I saw England. In consequence, it is the only place in which I
         want to live – the only wing under which I wish to shelter.
      

      During half a century of serious, or at least national, journalism, I was conscious that were I to put together a book about
         England – part hymn book and part gazetteer – I would be making a dangerous journey in the footprints of giants. In the Guardian, back in 1983, I paid tribute to two of the most famous travellers along the winding English road.
      

      
         Fifty years ago this autumn J. B. Priestley set off on his English Journey. He was just thirty-nine and with The Good Companions already on the bookshop shelves his reputation as a popular but serious novelist was already secure.
         

         His inconsequential essays had begun to add distinction to the foot of several newspapers’ pages. Soon he was to write the
            meticulously constructed plays with the intriguingly ingenious plots. But the Postscripts which followed the Nine O’Clock
            News and made him a welcome visitor in a million wartime homes were still five peacetime years away.
         

         Yet despite the success which he had already enjoyed and the fame which still lay ahead, the story that began on a motor coach
            driving to Southampton is incomparably the greatest achievement of his 89 years.
         

         It is a miracle of straightforward English.Armed with ‘the minimum of clothes, a portable typewriter, the usual paraphernalia
            of pipes, notebooks, rubbers, paper fasteners, razor blades, pencils, Muirhead’s Blue Guide to England, Stamp and Beavers’ Geographic and Economic Survey and, for reading in bed, the tiny thin paper edition of the Oxford Book of English Prose’, he began to write about England as no one had written about it since Cobbett. Indeed, he wrote about this tight little,
            right little sceptred isle with an unselfconscious simplicity that Cobbett could not match.
         

         When Cobbett rode through Hampshire he wrote about the changing pattern of commercial life.‘Between Southampton and Western
            Grove we cross a bridge over the Itchen River.’ The countryside was littered with grand houses and ‘just at the back’ of the
            grandest of them all was ‘another paddock place inhabited by a man who was a coachmaker in the East Indies and whose father
            or uncle kept a turnpike in Chelsea a few years ago. See the effects of industry and enterprise!’ Cobbett found it easier
            to grieve at other men’s misfortunes rather than to rejoice at their success.
         

         Priestley’s vignette of the social and commercial condition of Southern England is so subtle that at first the reader does
            not realise that it is a commentary on how we lived then.There are no booming explanation marks or didactic asides. The story
            is told by a ‘thinnish fellow, somewhere in his forties’ who had ‘a sharp nose, a neat moustache, rimless eyeglasses and one
            of those enormous foreheads – roomy enough for an Einstein – that so often do not seem to mean anything’.
         

         The thinnish stranger wanted to talk and made an excuse to move across the coach’s gangway.‘He was the kind of man who comes
            into a few hundred pounds in his early twenties and begins to lose money steadily . . . there are a few thousand like him
            up and down the country, especially in growing towns and new suburbs.At the end of one venture they begin another passionate
            search for an opening.’
         

         The twentieth-century reincarnation of Messrs Micawber and Polly began his commercial critique in Surrey with gloomy news
            about the profitability of tearooms. By the time that the travellers had reached Hampshire, emigration to South Africa was
            on the agenda. The prospects for raincoats and waterproof hats, cheap furs, the shoe trade and wireless maintenance were all
            thoroughly discussed on the journey south.

             
             I am far too much in awe of J. B. Priestley to allow myself the cynical suspicion that the man with the domed forehead and
            a flair for bankruptcy never existed. I prefer to think that in this, as in other encounters, Mr Priestley was fortunate in
            attracting into his company characters of unusual interest and humorous habits. I suppose that he sifted through three months
            of conversation and wrote down just the home-made aphorisms that kept the journey bounding joyfully along.
         

         I have a vision of the red and round-faced Mr Priestley attracting a moving army of casual acquaintances. Not for nothing
            was he called ‘Jolly Jack’ – most often by people who had never met him. He looked approachably avuncular.And what he wrote
            about England confirms his good temper as well as his excellent judgement.
         

         Other travellers through England – especially those who have set out during the last decade – have found much that displeased
            their eye, offended their sensitive susceptibilities and infuriated their passions for innovation and improvement. J. B. Priestley
            found much in England of which he disapproved. But he always travelled hopefully.
         

         He ‘thought about patriotism’ and wished that he ‘had been born early enough to be called a Little Englander . . . that little sounds the right note of affection. It is little England that I love . . . I dislike Big Englanders. I wish their patriotism
            began at home so they would say – as I believe most of them would if they only took the trouble to go and look – “Bad Show!”
            to Jarrow and Hebburn.’
         

         I am not sure whether or not William Cobbett loved England, or if the England of October 1826 through which he made his way
            to Southampton was less lovable than the England of autumn 1933. But I am sure that without the sort of fondness that J. B.
            Priestley feels it is impossible properly to describe what life is like in this slightly tarnished golden jewel set in an
            increasingly polluted silver sea.
         

         Affection is not the easiest emotion to express in print. It too easily turns embarrassingly mawkish. But Priestley’s expressions
            of territorial infatuation never raise a blush. For he seems to be writing about a plain man’s passion. ‘I would rather spend a holiday in Tuscany than in the Black Country’ he confesses.‘But
            if I were compelled to choose between living in West Bromwich or Florence, I should make straight for West Bromwich.’
         

      

      I include that ancient Endpiece in my introduction to this anthology because the final quotation from J. B. Priestley – West
         Bromwich versus Tuscany – seems particularly appropriate to the circumstances in which the book is being put together. I am
         on the west coast of Italy. The sun is shining, the sea is blue and I am enjoying myself immensely. But, when the time comes
         for my holiday to end, I shall return to England with the joy of knowing that I am going home.
      

   



      Living at This Hour


       

	   

      
      Comparing Shakespeare with other poets and playwrights is usually an unrewarding exercise. His genius is literally incomparable.
         But in one respect – particularly important in this anthology – contrast between him and other writers is possible. Eliot,
         Hardy,Tennyson, Browning – were, in part, made by England. But England – at least the England of our imagination – was made
         by Shakespeare. He, more than any other man or woman, created the idea of martial England on which our patriotism is based.We
         think of it as the sceptred isle of which John of Gaunt spoke – regretting the temporary passing of the ‘fortress built by
         nature’. It is also Shakespeare who takes credit or blame for the Arcadian delusion which portrays England’s story as a rural
         idyll.
      

      
      Only second-rate writers – an essay on Anthony Trollope, the politicians’ favourite novelist, follows – can be described as
         exclusively English. For it is neither subject matter nor place of birth which determines where and to whom a book belongs. E. M. Forster
         wrote that to say that The Seven Pillars of Wisdom was about the war in the desert was like saying that Moby-Dick is about catching a whale. He meant that T. E. Lawrence used the Arab Revolt as a vehicle for an exploration of hope and
         fear, love and hate, loyalty and betrayal. Middlemarch describes the life of a market town in Victorian England. But it is about life.
      

      
      With the exception of Trollope – the frustrated politician – I admired and envied all the writers about whom, over the years,
         I wrote. I knew only one of them well. Philip Larkin was the librarian at my university. Indeed we first met immediately after
         he fell off his bicycle outside the gates of the main building. Our relationship is best illustrated by a suggestion made to me, some years later, by Andrew Motion, Larkin’s biographer. A couple of days before
         I was due to open an exhibition of Larkin’s letters, Motion telephoned with an offer.The letters which were particularly offensive
         about me could be covered during the ceremony.
      

      
      Larkin and I last met in the, now closed, French Club in Saint James’s.We were eating at separate tables but – as he left
         – he came over to me, took me by the hand and led me into the kitchen. It was filthy.‘There,’ he said.‘You will never want
         to have lunch here again.’ I remain astonished that a man of such joyous malevolence could write poems of such sublime sensitivity
         as ‘Dockery and Son’ and ‘The Arundel Tomb’.There may be something peculiarly English about his perversity – or my forbearance.
      

      
   



      
      
      Ministering Angles

      
      ‘We get men into the House now who are clever and all that sort of thing and who force their way up, but who can’t be made
         to understand that everybody should not want to be Prime Minister.’
      

      
      That is not Lord Shinwell’s icy judgement on Parliament’s new generation. Nor is it faint Salisbury praise, damning the ‘too
         clever by half ’ young Tories who entered the House of Commons in the early Fifties. It is Mr Barrington Erle, the ‘good party
         man’ of Trollope’s six political novels. In 1874 those ‘views had been familiar for the last forty years’. No doubt in another
         forty today’s thrusting young men will preach the virtues of humility to their successors. For Trollope captured the timeless
         trivia of politics more than any other English writer.
      

      
      Phineas Finn, the Irish Member; Mr Bonteen; Plantagenet Palliser, Duke of Omnium and Prime Minister of England, are divided
         from the modern Member of Parliament by a hundred years of social revolution.Yet to the credit of Trollope (or perhaps to
         the discredit of Parliament) much of what was said about them then could be said about us now.
      

      
      Parliament’s procedures have changed over the last hundred years, but the essential characteristics abide. Mr Turnbull, who
         always caught the Speaker’s eye, and, being an orator, was ‘not called upon either to study detail or to master . . . facts’
         could easily find a place in the Parliament of 1970. It is still possible that ‘the most unpopular man in the House may make
         himself liked by owning freely that he has done something that he ought to be ashamed of ’.The uninitiated are still surprised
         to discover that ‘despite his assumed fury the gentleman was not irate. He intended to communicate that look of anger to the newspapers . . . and knew from experience that he could
         succeed in that.’
      

      
      It is these glimpses of real political attitudes – assiduously collected in the public gallery of the House of Commons and
         during Reform Club conversations – that bring Trollope nearer than any other English writer to the creation of a credible
         political novel. Often his judgement about politics and politicians is wrong. But that is unimportant. His errors are the
         errors real people made about real politicians a hundred years ago – and are still making today.
      

      
      Aspirants to office succeed, young Phineas Finn was told, ‘by making themselves uncommonly unpleasant to those in power, thus
         being taken to the Treasury bench, not that they may hit others, but that they may cease to hit those who are there’. Two
         books and six years later Lord Brentford says the same. ‘Most men rise now by making themselves thoroughly disagreeable.’
         In the real world it was no more true than it is now, when Mr Enoch Powell sits on the back benches to prove Lord Brentford
         wrong. But it is not a difference between fact and fiction. The difference is between what happens and what is popularly supposed
         to happen. Even a hundred years ago it was widely believed that politics had deteriorated and politicians fallen from grace.
      

      
      St Paul’s Magazine contained the first instalment of Phineas Finn in the year of the second Great Reform Bill. Phineas Redux was published in 1874 as Mr Gladstone’s first Administration fell. The Prime Minister was planned while Disraeli was buying shares in the Suez Canal.
      

      
      That is now said to be the golden age of English politics.Yet in these three novels Trollope wrote ‘loyalty in politics was
         simply a devotion to the side which a man . . . cannot leave without danger to himself ’; ‘there is nothing of loyalty left
         in politics’ and ‘had some unscrutable decree of fate ordained . . . that no candidate could be returned to Parliament who
         would not assert the earth to be triangular, then would arise immediately a clamorous assertion of triangularity amongst political
         candidates’.
      

      
      And these are not presented as the deviant views of some dispossessed and disenchanted Adullamite.They are offered as the
         opinions of Liberal elder statesmen, ambitious Government Whips and the Prime Minister himself. They are clearly Trollope’s own beliefs
         – beliefs common in England even when giants canvassed the land. A great political novel would reveal the truth about politics
         rather than repeat the common prejudice, but that is not within Trollope’s power. What he had seen he could report brilliantly.
         But his understanding came from observation not participation, and in politics the onlooker misses the best part of the game.
      

      
      Politics is about issues, and they are the one thing that political fiction cannot provide. Even in those of the novels which
         are genuinely concerned with politics the great issues of the time make only fleeting appearances. Ireland is mentioned in
         passing. Woman’s suffrage appears as anathema to elderly peers and the preoccupation of ‘progressive’ young women. The disestablishment
         of the Church – the whole Anglican Communion, not just the Church of England in Wales – dominates parts of Phineas Redux, but by then Trollope has turned unashamedly from fiction to a caricature of fact. Mr Daubeny is Disraeli – ‘by many accounted a statesman, whereas to me, he has always been a political Cagliostro’. And when we begin to
         believe in Disraeli, Daubeny becomes incredible.We know it was Disraeli who hung on to office for six months after his majority
         had gone, sustained only by moral flexibility and verbal flair. We know too that after Disraeli’s eventual defeat, the new
         President of the Board of Trade was not murdered by a bigamous Armenian Jew turned Christian clergyman.That happened in Daubeny’s
         world.When the issues are real, the characters are not.When the characters are made to live, there are no real issues in their
         political lives.
      

      
      The illusion of political reality is easy to create for an author who leant for so long over the Stranger’s Gallery railing.At
         the height of his glory, Phineas Finn, First Lord of the Admiralty, went to sea in the Admiralty Board yacht. As no doubt
         did Mr Childers, the First Lord in Mr Gladstone’s government. For a moment it is all real. For the silver from that yacht
         still stands in the office of the Minister of Defence. But real First Lords – as well as arguing about the cost of new ships,
         a perpetual preoccupation of Navy Ministers in which Finn takes part – were bombarding Alexandria or changing the fleet from
         sail to steam. These are things that Phineas Finn can never be allowed to do. Even the Duke of Omnium must live through seven Parliaments and six thousand pages fired only by a patrician
         vocation to public service and a devotion to his Decimal Currency Bill. The great issues we know belong to real Prime Ministers.The
         Duke must govern without a programme.
      

      
      So we are left with the glimpses of how life was, and is, in Westminster. The Duke of Omnium, having become Chancellor of
         the Exchequer, ‘could afford to put up with the small everyday calamity of having a wife who loved another man better than
         she loved him’. Quintus Slide is that well known sort of journalist who claims ‘if it is true I have every right to publish
         it. If it is not true I have the right to ask the question.’
      

      
      Today neither the professional ethics of one, nor the personal sorrow of the other would be thought the stuff of which popular
         novels are made. Politicians were no more admired a hundred years ago than they are today, but they did seem a good deal more
         romantic.Trollope is now left to those who love Parliament and who spend their lives there – and expect to feel in their retirement
         the emotions that the Duke and Duchess of Omnium felt in theirs.‘They sighed to be back amongst the trumpets.They had suffered
         much amongst the trumpets, yet they longed to return.’
      

      
      Guardian 26 June 1971
      

   



      
      
      How I Came to Casterbridge by Way of Reykjavik

      
      A month ago Hampshire meant nothing more to me than the marvellous myth of Upper Wessex and the absurd reality of Regatta
         Week at Cowes. Now I at least know what part of that county looks like. The New Forest between Brockenhurst and Beaulieu is
         what South Yorkshire would become if God stamped His foot on the hills between Bradfield and Bolsterstone and flattened them
         into a gentle undulation of bracken, gorse and grass.An immortal soul remorselessly crushing the people as well as levelling
         the land is probably the way that Thomas Hardy country was created. I spent the first day of the year reading the Wessex Tales and waiting for fate to strike again at the imaginative woman, the distracted preacher, the three strangers and me.
      

      
      Thomas Hardy’s path first crossed mine thirty-five years ago at the old Sheffield City Grammar School. I was struggling to
         get my Yorkshire accent round ‘when the Present has latched its postern behind my tremulous stay’ when my agony was interrupted
         by an intense child with spectacles and a high-quality gabardine and gym-slip. She asked about Tess of the D’Urbervilles.
      

      
      Miss Dickens, our elderly English teacher, described Tess as ‘a silly girl in a white dress who got herself into trouble and
         caused everyone a great deal of unnecessary inconvenience’. John Fowles will be disappointed to discover that, long before
         he wrote The French Lieutenant’s Woman, an old lady with hair curled into a bun was measuring nineteenth-century dilemmas against twentieth-century values. Three years later, Hardy came into my life again at the Sheffield Little Theatre, a cultural institution that gloried in
         its ability to overcome the problems of a six-foot stage. It actually produced The Dynasts behind two pairs of flickering footlights without cutting out a single coronation or peace conference.
      

      
      My disbelief hung willingly suspended well into the third hour. Then the six actors who had been The Russian Infantry at the
         Battle of Borodino and the Grande Armée at Austerlitz turned into three Prussians under Blücher who joined with Wellington’s
         three Grenadier Guards at Waterloo. I squeezed into the chip shop just before the notice on the steam-streaked window was
         turned to ‘closed’. Hardy was forgotten for another two years.
      

      
      When I read Tess and Far from the Madding Crowd the heroine from both books took advantage of my adolescent ignorance and convinced me that the Vale of Blackmore and The
         Chase were the green and pleasant lands in which we ought to build the New Jerusalem. Sheffield – despite the Peak District
         and the moors that run from city boundary to distant skyline – was the dark satanic mills.
      

      
      Tess and Bathsheba inhabited an Arcadia of high meadow grass speckled with buttercups, fat, well-groomed sheep that would
         have died of shame as well as exposure on the Pennine foothills, and hay making under cloudless skies.The related story about
         the sailor selling his wife and daughter at a Saturday market I chose to ignore. That happened at Weydon Priors. I must have
         passed the town on my way to Upper Wessex.These days, I think it is called Andover.
      

      
      Since I was sixteen, my vision of England has changed. But I still have a sentimental attachment to the idea of old men in
         leather gaiters and cotton smocks discussing the price of corn – though I never think of them as ‘gaffers’. In Sheffield that
         term means the boss, a group of men sometimes denied the respect accorded to the ‘elderly rustics’ of the Oxford dictionary.
         And even that incident at Weydon Priors and the awful fate that later befell The Mayor of Casterbridge never quite destroyed
         the notion that Hardy is the novelist of England, Home and Beauty.
      

      
      Indeed one night in Reykjavik, whilst commanding Her Majesty’s forces in the cod war to end all cod wars, I turned to Mayor
         Henchard for consolation and solace. It was a cold night because the supply of volcanically heated water that normally circulated round the Embassy radiators had mysteriously been cut off.A blizzard and
         sixty thousand tons of disputed fish separated me from home and there was no schoolboy conveniently available to rally the
         ranks with cries of ‘play up, play up, and play the game’.
      

      
      But in the bookcase in my chilly bedroom I found the Oxford Book of English Verse. So, sitting up in bed, I tried to improve my morale by singing ‘Summertime on Bredon’ at the top of my voice. After I had
         urged the noisy bells to be dumb half a dozen times, the Housman Therapy lost its effect. In desperation I turned to ‘one
         evening of late summer before the nineteenth century had reached one-third of its span’. I reached ‘a general drama of pain’
         – the last words of The Mayor of Casterbridge – by morning.
      

      
      The ‘drama of pain’ taking place in the Icelandic Foreign Ministry ended a couple of days later. Back home in England, I read
         (shamefully for the first time) Jude the Obscure. After that, I explored no more Thomas Hardys until the final week of last December.Then, armed with a venerable volume of
         the Wessex Tales, I made my way to Lymington.
      

      
      Perhaps ‘The Withered Arm’ is not ideal holiday reading. Miss Dickens would have described it as the story of a Holmstoke
         housewife who foolishly believed that touching the corpse of a hanged man would cure her infirmity. But, in spite of the Gothic
         absurdity, it aroused memories of the England that once existed, at least in my imagination. Hardy believed that in old England
         ‘an unmaliced and unimpassioned nescient will’ ground down the people without even realising their suffering. Between Brockenhurst
         and Beaulieu He ground down the countryside as well. In South Yorkshire the hills still point hopefully to heaven.
      

      
      Guardian 23 January 1982
      

   



      
      
      Who Cares?

      
      Last Sunday was open day at Bovington Camp. I was not there. I suspect that, with the New Challenger battle tank on view,
         my absence was barely noticed. Indeed, as the Royal Armoured Corps had omitted to send me an invitation to ‘Open Day 83’ it
         may well be that no one expected me to be present. So I do not use this column like the Court and Social pages of The Times to explain – as if I were a dowager duchess oppressed by age and arthritis – why I have failed to discharge my social obligations.
      

      
      I fear that there is more than a touch of the N. F. Simpsons in my concern about my whereabouts on the afternoon of Bovington’s
         exposure to the tank-loving public. Mr Simpson (elderly and literate readers will recall) is the author of an anti-logic play
         called One-Way Pendulum, in which an aggressive barrister cross-examines a harassed defendant with the classic question,‘When you might have absented
         yourself from anywhere in Britain why, on that particular afternoon, did you choose to absent yourself from Norwich?’
      

      
      Before elderly, literate and didactic readers reach for their pens and paper to expose the inaccuracy of the quotation, let
         me confess more serious guilt. My interest in my failure to visit Bovington is almost as irrational as the N. F. Simpson question.
         For when I saw the Times photograph of the new battle tank, I could not believe that anyone within travelling distance of the Armoured Corps depot
         would actually choose to go there.
      

      
      For Bovington is on the southern tip of Wessex.Ten miles due east of Casterbridge. In the real world, I have spent many hours
         driving across the moorland which surrounds it and cursing the great wounds that tank tracks have cut into the good Dorset earth. At least, I think that it was in the real world. For I was looking
         for Clouds Hill.
      

      
      To do Bovington Camp justice, Clouds Hill would not have called me if the tank training ground had never existed. For Private
         Shaw (alias 352087 Aircraftsman Ross, T. E. Lawrence and, worst of all, Lawrence of Arabia) would not have used the cottage
         as a retreat and refuge for himself and the other squaddies who bashed out their basic training on the Bovington square. Colonel
         Lawrence (retired), not surprisingly, did not enjoy his basic training. During the war in the desert, slow march in review
         order had played very little part in either strategy or tactics. And he had been through it all before, during the desperate
         days when he had attempted to lose himself in the RAF.
      

      
      Lawrence sold a gold dagger, given him in Mecca in 1918, to replace the roof and ceiling of Clouds Hill. And, during his agonised
         years in the army, whatever he wrote was produced simply to finance cottage repairs.That such a dispossessed and disenchanted
         man should feel so deep an attachment to the place is, in itself, a reason for visiting Clouds Hill. So is the vision of its
         distinguished visitors – Thomas and Mrs Hardy, George Bernard Shaw (who left a copy of Saint Joan inscribed ‘To Private Shaw from public Shaw’), and E. M. Forster who described the scene for the Listener in 1938.
      

      
      There was no alcohol at Clouds Hill. For Lawrence still maintained his Islamic enthusiasm for coffee and tea. And there was
         very little food. Lawrence was the masochistic sort of aesthete who just put aside all fleshly pleasures and then acquired
         an intellectual anorexia nervosa which permanently suppressed his appetite. For the convenience of his friends, he kept a
         large supply of tinned fish and baked beans.They were eaten at will. I would gladly have visited Clouds Hill just to see where
         Thomas Hardy wandered the living room, using a pen as a fork as he ate pilchards straight out of their oily can. But the real
         reason of my visit was to read the words which Lawrence himself carved over the cottage door.
      

      
      I find much that I know of Colonel Lawrence intensely unattractive (not least the dislike of alcohol and the detachment from
         food) though in mitigation I remember the way in which he writes.And of those who write well, much is rightly forgiven. It
         is difficult to imagine a more elegant complaint against happiness than his description of a portly Arab.‘I begin to suspect him of constant cheerfulness. His eyes had a confirmed twinkle and though only thirty-five
         he was putting on flesh. It might be due to too much laughter.’ However, the words which he carved on his lintel were not
         his own.
      

      
      They were Greek.The biographers print them in the ancient script and E. M. Forster offers ou phrontis as a modern version. Everyone agrees that they translate as ‘I don’t care’ – the culminating and climactic line from a story
         by Herodotus concerning a young man who, at the banquet to celebrate his betrothal to a princess, disgraced himself and therefore
         forfeited both bride and dowry.We have no way of knowing if the reckless response to his rejection was genuine. For the suitor
         was drunk and his riposte was instantaneous.
      

      
      Lawrence carved ‘I don’t care’ above the door at Clouds Hill when he was stone cold sober. And in spite of his many talents,
         he was not a sufficiently proficient mason for the work to be done in a few minutes. He must have stood for hours, precarious
         on a chair or uncertain on a ladder, chipping away at the lintel and conscientiously engraving his cottage and his life with
         the motto by which he wanted to be remembered.
      

      
      That is not the action of a man who believed what he carved. Indeed, it is the behaviour of someone who cared very much indeed,
         but hoped that little acts of bravado would convince the world that he did not care at all. For all its naïveté, that combination
         of characteristics is profoundly endearing. It makes up – at least in part – for the love of motorcycles, the inclination
         to be photographed in flowing white robes, even the antipathy to food and drink. For it demonstrates a secret vulnerability.
         Is it possible that people who could have gone in search of that house and that inscription chose, instead, to look at tanks?
      

      
      Guardian 9 October 1983
      

   



      
      
      From the Original Story

      
      The successful musical has four good songs and three acts. Boy meets girl. Boy loses girl. Boy and girl are reunited. The
         formula has intrigued me for years. And, at last, after a whole decade, I have hit upon an idea which – although not original
         – will pack in the coach parties.True to the classic tradition, my musical has a chorus or narrator. He starts the show with
         a melodic question:
      

      
      
         Who’s that tapping at the window?

         It happens every evening after dark.

         From chimney-pot to basement

         There is not a single casement

         That has not been smudged and smeared by fingermark.

         Who’s that peeping round the curtain?

         It really is a practice I deplore.

         For it’s desperately unnerving

         When a ghastly gaze unswerving

         Stares in a window on the second floor.

      

      
      The narrator soon finds out. And he begins to tell the tale of the ghost and her two lovers.The characters gradually develop.
         One is a hypochondriac whose feeble constitution contrasts sharply with the muscular savagery of the anti-hero. The valetudinarian
         explains his wry philosophy:
      

      
      
         As long as you’ve got your health

         Every day is sunny, every joke is funny, every bush a vine;

		 As long as you’ve got your health

         Every baby’s bonny, every goose is swanny, every day is fine.

         As long as you’ve got your health . . .

         I wish that I had mine.

      

      
      At this point (we are by now into the second act) the plot takes the sudden turn that experienced dramatists believe to be
         essential.A conversation is overheard and misunderstood. As a result the star-crossed lovers separate and go bitterly on their
         different ways.An old family servant, instead of comforting the distraught suitor, reproves him for listening to other people’s
         conversations:
      

      
      
         Serves you right for listening at keyholes,

         Serves you right for crouching outside doors.

         For whenever an eavesdropper

         Slips and comes a frightful cropper

         All decent people join in the applause.

      

      
      As a second-act finale that takes some beating. Perhaps Cardinal Newman’s lyrics (set to music by Edward Elgar in a show that
         never got to Broadway) match it for moral certainty. But neither Hart nor Hammerstein (why do all the really great lyricists
         have names which begin with H?) could have produced a wittier quintrain. And how, I wonder, would they have made the second
         change of mood and contrived the happy ending which is essential to the show’s success – and still have remained faithful
         to the original work on which this smasheroo is based? I simply relied on the basic text.Thus the curtain comes down to the
         author’s own words:
      

      
      
         So they all end up together

         On the hills amongst the heather

         And in the quiet earth they’ll lie content.

         Round their moorside mausoleum

         We will sing a last Te Deum

         And the harebells chime a soft accompaniment.

      

      
      
         CHORUS:All together let us sing
         

      

      
      
      
         Death, oh death where is thy sting?

         Grave, thy victory will be pyrrhic –

         Hence, this joyful final lyric.

      

      
      
         Now three headstones in a row

         Mark the place where, down below,

         They lie at rest and safe, at last, from harm.

         As the moths go fluttering by

         Across Yorkshire’s benign sky

         Their flapping wings will syncopate our psalm:

      

      
      
         CHORUS:All together let us sing etc.

      

      
      Of course, for the show to run and run, it needs a good title. I thought of a single word followed by an exclamation mark
         in the manner of Lionel Bart. Impresarios making offers should, therefore, mark their envelope in the top left-hand corner
         with what will become a legend of the English musical state, Heathcliff!

      
      Guardian 22 November 1983
      

   



      
      
      Stamford, by George Eliot

      
      Although he was a mediocre poet, John Betjeman was not a bad judge of stone or brick. He was, however, inclined to go to extremes
         of admiration and disapproval. His prayers for the obliteration of Slough confirm that he was more an aesthete than a moralist.
         And although Broomhill was the heavy Victorian home to generations of Sheffield steel-masters, its lilacs and laburnums do
         not quite make it ‘more elegant than any other industrial suburb’. But, when he called Stamford ‘England’s most attractive
         town’, he was making something very close to a statement of fact.We are attracted to Stamford because the style and shape
         of its buildings are associated in our imaginations with the lost age of elegance before the railways made us all cosmopolitan
         and the dark, satanic mills defiled the pastures green.
      

      
      Stamford is a Georgian town, and is dominated by architecture of the respectably solid school which pre-dated much of the
         shoddy Regency work that was spread across Brighton and Bath. Many of the streets and squares are much as they were when William
         Pitt the Elder formed his first ministry. But Stamford has become not so much the place that time forgot as the town that
         the A1 bypassed. Once upon a time Scotgate, Red Lion Square and St Mary’s Hill were part of the Great North Road. Now, even
         on cattle-market day, there is something like peace in the pedestrianised High Street. Stamford was the perfect backdrop for
         the BBC’s adaptation of Middlemarch.
      

      
      The town has taken the choice seriously. Bookshops enjoy record sales of the Penguin classic.The library is inundated with
         requests to reserve anything by George Eliot. The curator of the municipal museum, John F. H. Smith, has given two ‘Middlemarch lectures’. One is best described by the fashionable contradiction in terms,‘contemporary history’, aimed to ‘recapture some
         of those heady days when the BBC took over the town’. The other drew fascinating parallels between Stamford’s life and George
         Eliot’s art – Reform Bill hustings, fever hospital and municipal scandal. Anticipating a sell-out, Smith moved the lectures
         from the museum to the local theatre. It was packed both nights.
      

      
      He claims to have few reservations about being described in the Observer as ‘Stamford’s nearest equivalent to the Reverend Edward Casaubon’. He insists that the desiccated pedant’s name must be
         pronounced with the emphasis on the second syllable, admits to feeling ‘some sympathy’ for the would-be author of A Key to All Mythologies, and believes that ‘so did George Eliot’. Under Smith’s guidance, the museum has provided a guide to ‘set locations’ – Mawmsey,
         the grocer, 25 Mary Street; The Old Infirmary, Brown’s Hospital. It is difficult to distinguish between interest in the book
         and fascination with the filming. But Smith describes the town as ‘almost taken over’ by Middlemarch. Perhaps almost, but not quite.
      

      
      In the High Street, four students from the college of further education were discussing a compact disc which was decorated
         with a representation of scarlet lips that turned into a trickle of blood and spelled out the title Sounds of Kiss FM.Three of them had never heard of either George Eliot or Middlemarch, although one confessed to asking his mother to record the first episode on the family video.The owner of the lurid CD was
         preparing for A-level English – set books: ‘Hamlet, Cat on a Hot Tin Roof and Withering Heights’. No joke was intended.The reputation of Stamford scholarship was redeemed by the arrival of two of their colleagues.‘It
         is difficult to concentrate on the story,’ said one,‘because you keep thinking about which part of town you’re watching.’
         The other thought Wuthering Heights ‘quite good’, but found the ‘movements in time . . . the flashbacks’ distracting.
      

      
      Perhaps Dorothea Brooke, the authentic heroine of English literature, is wasted on the young. But it was not unreasonable
         to expect the women of Stamford – who, thanks to television, had followed her career as far as Casaubon’s seizure – to admire
         her wish for self-improvement and her selfless devotion to a husband who was temperamentally (and perhaps physically) incapable of reciprocating her affection. But they persisted in feeling sorry for
         Casaubon.
      

      
      The pavement opinion from the narrow cobblestoned footpaths of Stamford was almost unanimous in its refusal to allocate blame.
         Mary Sandall, who did not think Dorothea ‘all that liberated’ even for her day and age, excused the cold fish of a husband
         with the explanation that ‘artists are like that’. Kim Ford ‘supposed that she married him to get an education’.There was
         a clear implication that, in consequence, she deserved all the trouble that came her way. May Daley was touched by the way
         in which Dorothea wanted to share her husband’s work and life, but doubted ‘if she knew enough really to help him’. Those
         were not the opinions of elderly ladies in felt hats, unfashionable boots and woollen gloves.They were the judgements of young
         women with children in prams. In Stamford, the Monstrous Regiment does not seem to be on the march.
      

      
      Susan Southall, polishing the brass knob on the oak front door of number 18 Great George Street, was – during the first episode
         – actually in favour of Miss Brooke becoming Mrs Casaubon. But she accepts that both her judgement and Dorothea’s were woefully
         mistaken.‘She knows now that she was wrong and that she should leave him. But I can’t imagine her going off with anybody else.They
         didn’t in those times, did they?’
      

      
      Ian Monro, regional director of the National Farmers’ Union, thinks Dorothea was ‘attractive but naïve’.The television programmes
         show the Middlemarch Quality ‘enjoying the land not working it. But in those days those sort of people behaved like that.’
      

      
      Perhaps it is the quality of the adaptation that allows Stamford viewers to climb into their sets and find themselves in the
         early nineteenth century. But the town itself is a sort of time machine.Anyone who lives in what is visually pre-Victorian
         England must find it easy to suspend their feelings of historical disbelief.
      

      
      It was Janet Thompson – accompanying her husband on an expedition to get his computer mended – who talked of Dorothea as ‘a
         woman out of her time. She wants to do so much. She wants to contribute.’ Mrs Thompson – the one uninhibited admirer found
         during a long search – could imagine our heroine ‘feeling tempted. But she would not run. She is the sort of woman who stays
         around and makes the best of things rather than looking elsewhere.’ Mrs Thompson – probably expressing her own preference rather than imagining
         Dorothea’s – thought that ‘elsewhere’ was more likely to be Tertius Lydgate, the dashing doctor, than Will Ladislaw, the penniless
         painter.
      

      
      And what about A Key to All Mythologies? ‘It sounds very important,’ said Jack Williams of Grantham.‘I don’t know about that sort of thing,’ admitted Janis Taylor
         as she bustled past St George’s Church, in which Edward took Dorothea as his wife. ‘I suppose he must have been very clever.’
      

      
      Everyone who had seen the second episode believed that if God and George Eliot had spared Dr Casaubon for just one more Monday,
         he would have produced a great work of scholarship.The idea that it was all a waste of time had not entered a single Stamford
         head. Nor was there the slightest suggestion that Relate ought to be called in to advise Dr Casaubon on his uxorious duties.
      

      
      Thanks to the vox pop of Stamford, I have begun to worry that Dorothea Brooke is no more than a middle-class heroine, a woman
         who appeals only to bookshop-browsers, concert-goers and season-ticket holders at local repertory theatres. It is the first
         bad – as distinct from improper – thought that I have had about her in more than forty years. So I console myself with the
         hope that, as the series progresses, more and more viewers will realise the true nobility of her character and how well she
         deserves the reward that will be hers after six episodes.
      

      
      What is certain is that, thanks to the BBC, the story – if not exactly the novel itself – has passed at least temporarily
         into Stamford’s life. If the tales from the bookshop are true, a whole Lincolnshire town is about to enjoy one of the great
         pleasures of life.
      

      
      Guardian 29 January 1994
      

   



      
      
      Almost Washed Away on Will’s Birthday

      
      The rain changed from drizzle to downpour just as the procession prepared to move off. But, at Stratford-upon-Avon last Saturday
         morning, our spirits remained effortlessly undampened.We had assembled to celebrate England’s greatest miracle – the birth
         of William Shakespeare. And the quintessentially English weather only added to the quintessential Englishness of the occasion.
         Holding our posies with the relaxed assurance of accomplished bridesmaids, we splashed through the puddles with as near to
         abandon as the Anglo-Saxon character allows.
      

      
      It was a well organised procession, under the command of a retired brigadier and led by a military band. But it managed –
         in its English way – never to be quite disciplined. It usually straggled, often dawdled and sometimes stopped altogether.
         In the High Street, all the flags unfurled at more or less the same time but everyone was surprised that they all flapped
         together in the cold wind.The crowd looking up at the twenty flagpoles gave two cheers – one for the flags and the other for
         the unexpected success of their release.
      

      
      When the head of the column reached Shakespeare’s birthplace, the rear ranks huddled together in the damp back garden whilst
         they waited their turn to walk through the sacred house.The delay had the most English of reasons. One by one the dignitaries
         who led the parade paused to wipe their shoes before they stepped inside.
      

      
      Six or seven hundred celebrants walked through the shrine in Henley Street – entering, like tradesmen, through the back door
         and leaving, like honoured guests, through the front.And did those feet in ancient times walk on the now well-worn flagstones? The reverential thought was disturbed by the sight of the advance guard,
         leading the way back into the gathering mist. First came a giant beadle – magnificent in scarlet and ready, at the drop of
         his tricorne hat, to step back into Oliver Twist. The mayor of Stratford – appropriately robed and chained – was preceded, as his pomp required, by a mace bearer.The borough’s
         chief executive was dressed as town clerk from the days before local government reorganisation required every aspect of municipal
         life to be given a new name. The Bishop of Coventry, purple from collar to hem, looked entirely Trollopian. But bishops always
         do. Two or three yards behind him, the country gentry were represented by men in top hats and women whose headgear cannot
         be described by a single adjective. But the ranks of the establishment had been infiltrated. Half a dozen scruffs, in anoraks
         and plastic macs, had insinuated themselves – and, no doubt, been welcomed – between the prince of the Church and the knights
         of the shires. Order had gladly broken down, confirming that, despite Shakespeare’s universal genius, we were celebrating
         his birth in an entirely English way.
      

      
      When Garrick revived the birthday celebrations in 1769, the people of Stratford were described as responding to his plans
         with two emotions – fear and avarice. Not this year. Despite the rain, they lined the route of the procession and properly
         cheered not the visiting dignitaries but friends and neighbours who had joined the festivities in the costumes of the collected
         works – Henry V under an umbrella, Lady Macbeth protecting her perm with a rain hat and Falstaff struggling to hold up the
         cushion which had broken loose from its moorings beneath his doublet and fallen to the place where his codpiece ought to be.
         A reporter from local radio gave a running commentary as the pageant passed by. ‘These must be the Merry Wives of Windsor.Yes,
         I’ve just had it confirmed.They are not, repeat not, members of Princess Katherine’s French court.They are definitely the
         Merry Wives of Windsor.’
      

      
      Garrick got the idea for his jubilee celebration from a mulberry tree – planted, as a sapling, by Shakespeare himself and
         chopped down in its maturity by a clergyman who claimed that it was blocking his light. Part of the Holy Timber was made into
         a casket which the town council sent to Drury Lane as an expression of Stratford’s admiration for the greatest actor of his day. Garrick responded by announcing from the stage that he was going to immortalise what was
         already immortal. And the rest of the Sacred Lumber was made into tawdry souvenirs which were sold at unreasonable prices
         during the festivities. In a week, enterprising citizens marketed more goblets and medals than could have been made from the
         whole of Burnham Wood. On Saturday, the best relic on offer was a sprig of rosemary which – I was assured – was taken from
         a bush which had grown from a cutting which had itself been pruned from a sprig planted personally by Anne Hathaway.And it
         was free. Even now, it is in a glass of water, waiting for its roots so that it can glorify my garden.
      

      
      The higher minds of eighteenth-century England – Johnson and Walpole amongst them – stayed ostentatiously away from Garrick’s
         1769 extravaganza, fearing vulgarity, frivolity and, worst of all, self-advertisement. E. M. Forster wrote that the act of
         clear intention was ‘to place the bard’s fame and his own upon a permanent and mutual basis’.And the scope of the playwright’s
         genius certainly offers almost irresistible temptation to exploit his work on behalf of all sorts of unlikely causes. At the
         birthday lunch of 1993, Sir Edward Heath demonstrated entirely to his own satisfaction that Shakespeare was an enthusiastic
         supporter of the single European currency.
      

      
      I make no complaint about that. Though last Saturday I did not reveal the research of my textual study which confirmed, beyond
         all academic doubt, that Shakespeare wanted to rewrite the Labour Party constitution.As Othello almost said,‘It is the Clause.
         It is the Clause. It is the Clause, my soul.’ But had I chosen to make that scholastic and uncontroversial point I would have
         done no more than illustrate the central fact of this year’s Stratford celebration. Treated sensibly, Shakespeare can provide
         whatever sort of pleasure we choose. He is the sacred and the profane, the vulgar and the refined, the erudite and the ignorant
         combined into one glorious whole. Long may the citizens of Stratford celebrate his existence in every sort of way and every
         sort of weather. We were doubly blessed last Saturday. We only got soaked. In 1769, Garrick’s less Shakespearean celebrations
         were completely washed away.
      

      
      Guardian 24 April 1995
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